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Abstract
In Canada, over 235,000 people experience homelessness per year. The COVID-19 pandemic
has increased the visibility of homelessness and the use of homeless encampments across
Ontario. As visibility has increased, so too have community members’ expectations to manage
homelessness or find a solution to minimize the visibility of homelessness. While there has been
some scholarship about the police management of homelessness, far less is known about the role
of bylaw enforcement. Yet, bylaw officers play a critical role in responding to homelessness due
to their increasing responsibility for enforcing municipal bylaws and COVID-19 public health
mandates, such as stay at home orders and social distancing requirements. This project addresses
this gap in the literature by analyzing bylaw officers’ perceptions of their roles and
responsibilities when responding to and managing homelessness in their communities. Drawing
on 46 surveys and nine in-depth, semi-structured interviews with bylaw officers from across
Ontario, I examine how they understand their role in managing homelessness, and how they
address complaints about homelessness and homeless encampments. From this analysis, I argue
that officers’ organizational mandates and responsibilities, which focus on the regulation of
space, are loosely coupled to their roles on the frontline, which require the management and
regulation of people. This loose coupling situates bylaw officers in a regulatory ‘grey zone’
where they are left to rely on their experiential knowledge and discretion when responding to
homeless complaints. Further, I argue that bylaw officers’ primary goal is to invisibilize
homelessness for prioritized community members, and accomplish this mandate by moving
people along, often to isolated areas in the municipality. This displacement constitutes a form of
pervasive penality, further harming people who are unhoused. I conclude with achievable
recommendations for bylaw enforcement agencies and directions for future research.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
In Canada, over 235,000 people experience homelessness per year, and approximately
25,000 to 35,000 people experience homelessness every night (Strobel et al., 2021). However,
these numbers are certainly an under-estimate, as counts often fail to accurately capture streetlevel homelessness or people experiencing ‘hidden homelessness,’ who seek temporary
accommodations, avoiding the shelter system or emergency services (Gaetz et al., 2013).
Homelessness is a social problem in Canada due to a large disinvestment in affordable housing
beginning in the 1990s, structural shifts in the economy, which resulted in a decline in full-time
employment, and reduced spending on social and health supports in provinces and territories
across the country (Gaetz et al., 2016). Some people experiencing homelessness rely on
homeless encampments for survival, referring to any area where an individual or group of people
live together in tents or other temporary structures (Cohen et al., 2019; Junejo et al., 2016).
While encampments symbolize a home for many people who reside there, encampments also
demonstrate the failure to respect, protect, and fulfill the human right to adequate housing,
forcing encampment residents to survive with insufficient resources (Right to Housing, 2020).
Many vocal community members expect law enforcement1 to manage homelessness or
find a solution to minimize this visibility. Law enforcement officers, such as police, private
security, and bylaw enforce various pieces of legislation to control and regulate homelessness,
including the Ontario Safe Streets Act and municipal bylaws related to camping, streets and
traffic, parks, zoning, shelters, panhandling, soliciting, loitering, obstructing, salvaging, resting
or sleeping, and disorder (Farha & Schwan, 2020; Hermer & Fonarev, 2020; Ranasinghe &
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Law enforcement refers to the multiplicity of social control agents who respond to homelessness, such as police,
private security, and bylaw enforcement.
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Valverde, 2009; Right to Housing, 2020; Saelinger, 2006; Safe Streets Act, 1999). The type of
response can vary, but often includes citations and arrests (O’Grady et al., 2011), ‘sweeping’ or
dismantling encampments (Junejo et al., 2016), or ‘burden shuffling’ either temporally through
move along orders, or bureaucratically by reclassifying a complaint or concern to another agency
(Herring, 2019). Overall, enforcement practices illustrate how public space is catered to housed
people, with the expectation that law enforcement agents manage and regulate homelessness in
public spaces.
The COVID-19 pandemic has both increased the use of homeless encampments and the
visibility of homelessness, generating an over-reliance on law enforcement to manage
homelessness (Mykhalovskiy et al., 2020; Right to Housing, 2020; Tietel, 2020). Throughout the
pandemic, many provincial governments created public health orders related to COVID-19, such
as physical distancing and self-isolation. Bylaw officers were tasked with enforcing these new
regulations, responding to complaints submitted to “snitch lines” about those failing to abide by
the mandates (Draaisma, 2020; Miller, 2021; Ruby, 2020; Tietel, 2020). Further, police and
bylaw have been involved in encampment clearances prior to, and during the pandemic.
For example, in Toronto, the City suspended encampment clearances in March 2020 in
accordance with public health guidance from the United States Centres for Disease Control
(Right to Housing, 2020). This suspension was lifted in May 2020, and shortly thereafter, the
City announced plans to provide encampment residents with temporary housing in hotels and
apartments, as well as some permanent affordable housing options. At the same time, however,
the City engaged in involuntary and militaristic encampment clearances by law enforcement
officers, including police, private security, and bylaw, in multiple parks using heavy machinery,
without informing residents of housing options (Bingley, 2021; Right to Housing, 2020). These
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instances received national attention, and police, City officials, and bylaw officers were
admonished for their aggressive response, which involved excessive force, physical altercations,
arrests, and the destruction of encampment structures, according to videos, photos, and personal
testimonies (Bingley, 2021; Casey, 2021; CBC News, 2021; Ngabo, 2021; Robertson, 2021).
Law enforcement officers, particularly bylaw officers, are having a more involved role when
managing homelessness, as these snitch lines, bylaws, fines, and encampment clearances
disproportionately impact the poor, underserved, and underhoused population.
As the role of law enforcement continues to expand into managing homelessness and
homeless encampments, it is imperative to investigate bylaw enforcement’s role in the control
and regulation of homelessness. Although it is clear that bylaw is involved in managing
homelessness, their roles and responsibilities are understudied. This project addresses this
substantial gap in the literature by analyzing bylaw officers’ perceptions of their roles and
responsibilities when responding to and managing homelessness in the communities they work
in. I conducted 46 surveys and nine semi-structured interviews with Ontario bylaw officers to
uncover their organizational training and policies or standard operating procedures, perceptions
of and interactions with people experiencing homelessness, processes for responding to
homelessness and homeless encampments, and the impact of COVID-19 on homelessness in the
community.
This study is guided by the following research questions: 1. How closely aligned, or
“coupled,” are organizational mandates to the frontline experiences of bylaw enforcement
officers when responding to homelessness complaints? 2. How do bylaw officers manage
complaints about homelessness and encampments, while balancing the demands from the public
and their organizational capabilities and expectations? From the analysis, I argue that officers’
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organizational roles, responsibilities, and mandates are loosely coupled with their activities on
the frontlines. This loose coupling situates bylaw officers in a regulatory ‘grey zone’ where they
are left to rely on their experiential knowledge and discretion when responding to homeless
complaints. Further, I argue that bylaw officers’ primary objective is to invisibilize homelessness
to address the concerns of certain, prioritized community members, such as business owners, city
agencies, and housed citizens. Officers accomplish this mandate by moving people along, rather
than addressing homelessness at its roots, largely because they do not have the tools or capacity
to do so.
The remaining chapters are organized as follows. In chapter two, I provide an in-depth
review of available research on homelessness, homeless encampments, and the control and
regulation of homelessness through legislation and municipal policies by law enforcement
agents. I also provide a detailed explanation of symbolic interactionism and new institutionalism,
which guided my theoretical analysis. In chapter three, I describe the methodological approach
utilized in the research design, including an explanation of constructivist grounded theory, data
collection, and coding and analysis.
In chapter four, I investigate bylaw officers’ perceptions of the organizational mandates
that guide their interactions with people experiencing homelessness and homeless encampments.
I conclude this chapter by demonstrating how officers’ outlined roles, responsibilities, and
mandates are loosely coupled with their activities on the frontlines, leaving officers to prioritize
their experiential knowledge. In chapter five, I assess how bylaw officers invisibilize
homelessness in their community to satisfy complainants and prioritized community members,
with a primary focus on moving people along. I illustrate how officers rely on burden shuffling
to manage homelessness, constituting a form of pervasive penality, increasing the precarity that
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often characterizes the lives of people experiencing homelessness. Lastly, in chapter six, I
summarize the key contributions of this research and provide recommendations to bylaw
enforcement, emphasizing that bylaw is not the appropriate agency to manage people
experiencing homelessness and homeless encampments. I conclude this section with a discussion
of research limitations and directions for future research.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review & Theoretical Framework
Bylaw enforcement officers’ roles, responsibilities, and work experiences related to
people experiencing homelessness and local encampments are understudied. While there is
scholarship related to policing and homelessness (Cervantes, 2016; Chesnay et al., 2013;
O’Grady et al., 2011, 2013; Sylvestre, 2010), the exploration of bylaw’s role in managing
homelessness has been overlooked. The following sections provide an in-depth literature review
of related research on homelessness and law enforcement agents that are tasked with responding
to homelessness. Following the literature review, I discuss the theoretical framework utilized in
the study, specifically focusing on symbolic interactionism (Blumer, 1986) and new
institutionalism (Meyer & Rowan, 1977; Powell & Bromley, 2013).
Homelessness
Homelessness is a social problem in Canada, impacting at least 25,216 Canadians every
single night (Gaetz, 2010; Government of Canada, 2018; Kauppi et al., 2015). However, this is
surely an under-estimate, as point-in-time counts and statistics often fail to capture street-level
and hidden homelessness. Hidden homelessness refers to people experiencing homelessness who
seek temporary accommodations, such as staying on a friend’s couch, living in their car, or
staying in a motel, without using the shelter system or emergency services, which excludes them
from official counts (Gaetz et al., 2013). These estimates disproportionately under-count
women’s, Indigenous, racialized, 2SLGBTQ+, and youth homelessness (Abramovich, 2019;
Gaetz et al., 2014; Keung, 2012; Pleace, 2016).
Homelessness describes the situation of an individual, family, or community without
stable, safe, permanent, appropriate housing, or the immediate prospect, means, and ability of
acquiring shelter (Gaetz et al., 2012). There are a range of housing circumstances that constitute
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homelessness, including unsheltered, emergency sheltered, provisionally accommodated, and at
risk of homelessness (Gaetz et al., 2012). Unsheltered homelessness refers to people living on
the streets or in areas that are not intended for human habitation. This is also described as
sleeping rough, or absolute homelessness, where individuals sleep in abandoned buildings, on
the street, or in alleyways. Sleeping rough explains the situation of people residing in
encampments, which are areas where people live in homelessness together using temporary
structures (see below for a detailed description) (Farha & Schwan, 2020; Larsen et al., 2004).
Emergency sheltered includes people staying in overnight shelters, or shelters for people
escaping family violence. Provisionally accommodated, which can also be referred to as the
‘hidden homeless’ (Gaetz et al., 2012), refers to accommodations that are temporary or lack the
security of a prolonged residency, such as interim housing, temporarily living with others, shortterm rental accommodations without tenure, residing in an institution, such as a hospital or jail,
or accommodation centres for immigrants and refugees. Finally, being at risk of homelessness
describes the situation of people who have housing, but whose current economic and housing
situation is precarious, failing to meet public health and safety standards (Gaetz et al., 2012).
When considering these diverse housing circumstances, it is evident that homelessness is not a
static state and can impact people in different ways throughout their lives.
Indigenous homelessness is a condition that describes First Nations, Métis, and Inuit
individuals, families, or communities that lack permanent, appropriate housing, or the immediate
prospect, means, or ability to acquire such housing. More than this, though, homelessness is
defined in terms of Indigenous worldviews, including isolation from relationships to land, water,
place, family, kin, each other, animals, cultures, languages, and identities. Specifically, the
relationship web of Indigenous society is known as ‘All My Relations,’ and cultural
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disintegration and loss homelessness involves the dislocation or alienation from this network. As
such, Indigenous people experiencing these types of homelessness cannot culturally, spiritually,
emotionally, or physically reconnect with their Indigeneity or lost relationships (Thistle, 2017).
Although homelessness can impact anyone, regardless of age, gender identity, or race,
Indigenous peoples are overrepresented among the homeless population, resulting from
colonization and cultural genocide (Belanger et al., 2013; Gaetz et al., 2012). While the
circumstances of people experiencing homelessness are diverse, so are the ways in which this
community finds shelter while homeless, including the reliance on encampments.
Homeless Encampments
Homeless encampments describe any area where an individual or group of people live in
homelessness together in tents or other temporary structures. These structures are also referred to
as homeless camps, tent cities, ‘shanties,’ homeless settlements, or informal settlements (Cohen
et al., 2019; Farha & Schwan, 2020; Novac et al., 2006). Junejo et al. (2016) provide a typology
of homeless encampments, including authorized, private property, and unauthorized
encampments. Authorized encampments refer to settlements that have been approved by city
legislation and may involve rules that residents must follow. Private property encampments
describe encampments that exist on private property in cities with tolerant zoning laws, or if the
encampment has a temporary land use permit. Finally, unauthorized encampments are those not
sanctioned by the government or the property owner. Residents of these encampments are the
most vulnerable to enforcement actions or ‘sweeps’ by local governments (Junejo et al., 2016).
Encampments can comprise of a few people sharing resources, but may also grow to “selfgoverning communities” (Batko et al., 2020, p. 8) of several hundred people in a variety of
outdoor sites. The characteristics of encampments vary, with some having a well-defined set of
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mutually agreed upon and enforced rules, and others having minimal organization or cohesion
(Cohen et al., 2019).
Regardless of encampment features, these structures are home to residents who depend
on others in the community for support and security. Speer (2016) notes that encampments
challenge normative understandings of home and family in that residents rely on encampment
structures and the corresponding community for survival and comfort, sometimes replicating a
home with different rooms for eating, sleeping, and lounging. People experiencing homelessness
create domestic space out of materials that housed people throw away, engaging with home as a
“creative process outside the sphere of capitalist consumption” (Speer, 2016, p. 13). These
structures, including both the make-shift shelters and the communal nature of encampments, can
offer residents safety and security, especially in situations where the only other option is living
on the street due to the inaccessibility of shelters (Junejo et al., 2016; Speer, 2016).
Encampments offer residents a sense of community, allowing them to gain neighbours, friends,
and a support system that is usually not possible in shelters or on the street (Junejo et al., 2016).
Further, encampments provide residents with autonomy, which is often revoked in shelters with
strict rules aimed at controlling the movements of residents (Junejo et al., 2016; Speer, 2016).
Finally, encampments may offer stability to residents, whose lives are regularly characterized by
instability and precarity (Junejo et al., 2016).
Research suggests that encampments are the result of a lack of affordable housing, antihomeless policing, an inadequate shelter system, a sense of safety and community that shelters
fail to offer, a desire for autonomy and privacy, access to illegal substances, and insufficient
policies to end homelessness (Cohen et al., 2019; Farha & Schwan, 2020; Junejo et al., 2016;
Speer, 2018). In cities where people experiencing homelessness are pushed into marginal spaces
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and shelters are inhospitable or inaccessible, people are left with fewer options, and consequently
resort to residing in encampments (Speer, 2018). A report from Right to Housing (2020) in
Toronto claims that encampments demonstrate the failure to respect, protect, and fulfill the
human right to adequate housing, forcing encampment residents to survive with insufficient
resources, such as formal and informal supports, clean water, food, sanitation, and shelter. There
has been a rise in homeless encampments throughout Canada and the United States since 2012
(Cohen et al., 2019; Farha & Schwan, 2020; Metro Vancouver, 2018; Speer, 2016) and
especially since the COVID-19 pandemic began in 2020 (Jenkinson & Hwang, 2021; Olson &
Pauly, 2021; Right to Housing, 2020).
Homelessness and COVID-19
The COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated the housing crisis, resulting in more people
experiencing homelessness relying on encampments, increasing the visibility of homelessness
throughout Ontario (Right to Housing, 2020). In fact, encampments have become an important
tool for people experiencing homelessness to find a place to stay and access services due to
shelter crowding, a reduction or closure of shelter spaces, and COVID-19 outbreaks (Richard et
al., 2021; Right to Housing, 2020). Visible encampments and homelessness are concerning to
nearby businesses and residents, some of whom demand that police and bylaw evict encampment
residents to ensure the areas remain appealing to housed members of the public (Batko et al.,
2020). At the beginning of the pandemic, many municipalities struggled to determine how to
help people experiencing homelessness who reside in encampments (Team & Manderson, 2020).
Numerous homeless-serving supports closed due to virus outbreaks or operated at a reduced
capacity to meet provincial social distancing regulations (Finnigan, 2021). Municipalities and
service providers implemented a range of responses to meet the needs of people who are
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homeless, including the creation of isolation and recovery units in collaboration with public
health departments, substance use services, harm reduction workers, and community
organizations (Harris et al., 2021). Many municipalities added new shelter spaces to house those
without shelter, or to increase safe capacity, maintain physical distancing, and reduce the risk of
COVID-19 transmission (Public Health Ontario, 2021). Some communities opened temporary
shelters, while others used convention centres, arenas, hotels/motels, government buildings,
vacant office buildings, and parking lots to temporarily house people experiencing homelessness
(Fuchs et al., 2021; Nichols & Mays, 2021; Parsell et al., 2021; Public Health Ontario, 2021).
Throughout the pandemic, provincial and territorial governments created public health
orders specific to COVID-19, such as physical distancing and self-isolation. Bylaw enforcement
officers were often tasked with enforcing these new pieces of legislation in their communities,
and some municipalities hired additional bylaw officers to manage the influx of complaints about
COVID-19 guideline violations (Draaisma, 2020; Miller, 2021; Ruby, 2020). Some
municipalities created “snitch lines” (Tietel, 2020) to facilitate this complaint process.
Mykhalovskiy et al. (2020) found that in Toronto and Hamilton, people experiencing
homelessness were being fined over $880 for violating physical distancing rules. Handing out
fines to people who have no source of income is counterproductive, and places a large burden on
people experiencing homelessness (Gerster & Russell, 2020). The fines in Toronto ranged from
$750 to $5000 for not respecting the closure of public amenities (Mykhalovskiy et al., 2020).
These snitch lines, bylaws, and fines related to COVID-19 disproportionately impacted the poor,
marginalized, and underhoused population, who are unable to follow such regulations and whose
activities are more visible than housed members of the community, eliciting more complaints
(Banerjee & Bhattacharya, 2021; Coughlin et al., 2020; Tietel, 2020).
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Controlling and Regulating Homelessness
Municipalities rely heavily on law enforcement to respond to homelessness and
encampments, including police, private security, and bylaw, using ‘sweeps’ to tear down
physical structures and displace people and communities. ‘Sweeps’ refer to actions undertaken
by local authorities to ‘clean-up’ the area, which Junejo et al. (2016) describe as ruthless, given
that in many cases, encampment residents lose their possessions and place to stay, and are left
without anywhere to go, thereby increasing the potential of arrest for trespassing. People lose
important and valuable belongings during sweeps, such as personal identification, clothing, tents,
household items, food, medicine, and toys (Junejo et al., 2016). Sweeps disrupt access to
services, such as outreach workers and medical care, as the threats of property destruction result
in people experiencing homelessness missing appointments, avoiding the hospital, and being
unable to maintain employment. This disruption occurs because encampment residents dread
leaving their belongings unattended when accessing services or appointments, as doing so
increases the potential of having their belongings removed and destroyed in their absence
(Herring, 2019). Sweeps also increase negative interactions with law enforcement officials and
the likelihood of citations and arrests (Batko et al., 2020; Cohen et al., 2019; Walby & Lippert,
2012). Further, sweeps have harmful psychological and emotional impacts on residents,
increasing trauma and feelings of anxiety, fear, and anger (Batko et al., 2020; Junejo et al.,
2016). The fear of sweeps can disrupt residents’ daily routines, compelling them to always have
someone watch their belongings. In one instance, Herring (2019) recounted a situation where an
elderly man, who lost his property while previously hospitalized, called him before calling 911
while having a stroke to ensure that his belongings would be monitored. This resident was
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worried that he would lose his possessions again while hospitalized, illustrating how this threat
of property destruction can impact residents’ ability to access services, such as medical care.
In addition to the harm that sweeps cause, both Cohen et al. (2019) and Junejo et al.
(2016) note that punitive measures are ineffective in managing encampments, and do not result
in encampment residents moving to shelters or finding permanent housing. Sweeps often involve
blocking the area to stop others from resettling there, forcing residents to relocate or find
alternative shelter (Batko et al., 2020). Usually, encampment residents will relocate to a different
area due to the inaccessibility and inadequacy of shelters or housing (Junejo et al., 2016; Speer,
2016; Vitale, 2005). In his study of homelessness in San Francisco, Herring (2019) found that
91% of people affected by sweeps remained on the streets or in parks, 64% moved within a few
city blocks, and only 21% moved to a public space in a different neighbourhood. Further, Cohen
et al. (2019) concluded that enforcement officers2 often fail to inform encampment residents of
the available services before the sweep, leaving residents unsure of their options for alternative
shelter or support services. This lack of support thereby compels residents to relocate to another
encampment rather than seeking out services because they are unaware of existing housing
services and how to access them. It is important to note that the inaccessibility of services is not
the sole reason people relocate to another encampment, but instead because of inadequate
structural supports and personal circumstances, as discussed earlier. This dispersal forces people
to move to hidden locations, leaving them vulnerable to personal harm and losing access to
service providers (Herring, 2019; Herring et al., 2020; Nichols & Mays, 2021; Walby & Lippert,
2012). As a result, they often lose access to outreach support services, their community, and the

2

In addition to law enforcement, other groups, such as sanitation crews, parks staff, and demolition companies
participate in sweeping encampments (Herring, 2019; Herring et al., 2020)

14

protection and safety that comes in numbers. Inadequate responses to homelessness exist, and
have continued during COVID-19, because of legislation and municipal policies that provide the
legal governance mechanisms for law enforcement to respond to homelessness in this way.
Legislation and Municipal Policies
Police responses to homelessness in Ontario are partly informed by the Ontario Safe
Streets Act (OSSA), as well as municipal bylaws. The OSSA has three main categories of
offences, including panhandling, solicitation of an audience, and the unsafe disposal of needles,
condoms, and glass (Safe Streets Act, 1999). As a result of this legislation, many people
experiencing homelessness receive citations and fines, even though it is nearly impossible for
them to satisfy these penalties (Cervantes, 2016; O’Grady et al., 2011). Gaetz et al. (2013), for
example, found that in Toronto, tickets for OSSA violations increased exponentially from 20002010, even though there was a decrease in both Criminal Code violations and the overall
homeless population during this time period (O’Grady et al., 2013, see also Mathieu, 2019).
Thus, the increase in ticketing cannot be attributed to a rise in solicitation and panhandling, but
instead to discriminatory law enforcement strategies that disproportionately target people
experiencing homelessness (Chesnay et al., 2013; O’Grady et al., 2013).
The OSSA defines what actions are unacceptable in public space, many of which are
engaged in by people who are unhoused. Chesnay et al. (2013) claim that people experiencing
homelessness are cast as ‘public enemies’ that cannot be tolerated in public places, justifying the
use of legal enforcement to ‘sanitize’ public space. Walby and Lippert (2012) found this in their
Ottawa study, where conservation officers operate to disperse people experiencing homelessness
from tourist and consumption zones to ensure the consumer quality of these areas is maintained.
This encourages the removal of people experiencing homelessness who are considered to ‘lack
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aesthetic value’ or present a public nuisance, focusing on the aesthetics of popular tourist
locations (Walby & Hurl, 2014; Walby & Lippert, 2012). As a result, people experiencing
homelessness are forced away from the downtown core, where many health and social services
are located (Chesnay et al., 2013; Novac et al., 2006). Additionally, the idea of ‘sanitizing’
public space of people experiencing homelessness is evident when considering environmental
designs, also known as defensive, disciplinary, or hostile architecture (Novac et al., 2006; Petty,
2016). These products block comfortable resting or sitting for people experiencing homelessness
and others (Petty, 2016), and illustrate how public space is catered to consumers by promoting
the removal of people experiencing homelessness and ensuring that they do not remain in public
spaces for extended periods of time (Cervantes, 2016).
There are also other municipal bylaws in place directed at restricting the movements of
people experiencing homelessness (O’Grady et al., 2011, 2013; Sylvestre, 2010). For example,
bylaws related to fire and safety, sanitation, and social services are intended to limit the visibility
of homelessness, thereby improving the aesthetic appeal of public areas (Farha & Schwan,
2020). As such, bylaw enforcement officers are involved in managing homelessness and
encampments, as concerns associated with homelessness are within the jurisdiction of municipal
authorities. Bylaws that negatively impact people experiencing homelessness are common
throughout Canada and the United States. According to Sylvestre (2010), in Montreal, the police
agreed on a list of antisocial acts to be closely monitored, including signs and acts of antisocial
behaviour or physical disorder. Montreal also legally transformed public spaces into parks to
control their opening hours, implementing bylaws that regulated park usage and restricted
overnight occupation (Sylvestre, 2010). Other bylaws that control the movements of people
experiencing homelessness include those associated with camping, streets and traffic, parks,
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zoning, shelters, panhandling or soliciting, loitering, obstructing, salvaging or scavenging,
resting or sleeping, and disorder (Douglas, 2011; Farha & Schwan, 2020; Hermer & Fonarev,
2020; Ranasinghe & Valverde, 2009; Right to Housing, 2020; Saelinger, 2006). For example,
Valverde (2009) discusses how camping is not allowed either on sidewalks or in city parks in
Toronto, and even sitting on a sidewalk can be considered as obstructing pedestrian traffic,
subject to a bylaw infraction.
Some of these bylaws have been challenged in the past, such as bylaws that prohibited
setting up tents or shelters in public parks or on the streets in Victoria, British Columbia. When
the City obtained an injunction to enforce bylaws that would dismantle an encampment, a group
of people experiencing homelessness brought forward a constitutional challenge. In the case
Victoria v. Adams, people experiencing homelessness claimed that obeying these bylaws
exposed them to injury and death (Skolnik, 2016; Victoria v. Adams, 2008). The Court
concluded that these bylaws impaired people experiencing homelessness’s ability to protect
themselves from weather elements and other harms because there were not enough shelter spaces
to accommodate everyone, thus depriving them of their right to life, liberty, and security of the
person as outlined in section seven of the Charter. As such, the Court ruled that people were
allowed to camp overnight (Skolnik, 2016; Young, 2009). Similarly, the British Columbia
Provincial Court case Abbotsford v. Shantz, ruled that bylaws prohibiting people from erecting
temporary shelters in public areas were also depriving people experiencing homelessness of their
section seven rights (Abbotsford v. Shantz, 2015; Skolnik, 2016). The decision resulted in people
experiencing homelessness being allowed to set up temporary shelters between 7PM and 9AM
(Skolnik, 2016). Although these cases both resulted in the allowance of temporary structures
overnight, they did not solve the problem of being unhoused, as people experiencing
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homelessness had to pack up their belongings and find somewhere to go throughout the day.
Even considering these small improvements, Ranasinghe and Valverde (2009) claim that since
municipalities are not well-equipped to address homelessness, they are over-reliant on these
bylaws even though they may be harmful to people experiencing homelessness.
Burden Shuffling
The increasing use of municipal regulations and bylaws to manage homelessness has led
police officers to engage in various forms of “burden shuffling” (Herring, 2019, p. 783) when
responding to complaints, either moving people to other areas of the city or asking other groups
to manage certain complaints. Herring (2019) claims that officers participate in spatial and
temporal shuffling, referring to the prevalence of move along orders as a technique of responding
to homelessness, rather than citations or arrests. This type of shuffling highlights how people
experiencing homelessness are “churned” (Herring, 2019, p. 785) around the city, rather than
relying on police responses, such as ticketing or formally arresting people experiencing
homelessness. In Herring’s (2019) study, officers were aware that issuing arrests or putting
someone in a shelter for the night would not fully resolve complaints, as they would be released
in the following days. Rather, their focus was on ensuring that people experiencing homelessness
were “respectful and understanding of their housed neighbours” (Herring, 2019, p. 785), by
keeping areas clean and complying with police orders. Another process of burden shuffling was
bureaucratic, where police would reclassify homeless complaints to another agency, such as
social welfare, medical, or sanitation (Herring, 2019). While reclassifying complaints to social
service agencies may seem supportive, this method of burden shuffling assumes there are
available and accessible services in the community. In many cases, social services are
overburdened and under-resourced, making this another way for law enforcement agents to move
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people along. Although these forms of burden shuffling may not include citations or arrests, this
type of ‘pervasive penality’ (Herring et al., 2020) has serious negative repercussions for people
experiencing homelessness, such as moving people into hidden locations, away from the
downtown core. These responses not only push people experiencing homelessness away from
social support networks, but also expose them to property loss, increase their vulnerability and
risk of harm, and force them to navigate living among strangers, departing from the area and
people they are familiar with (Herring, 2019; Herring et al., 2020).
A “Crisis of Complaints” and the Increasing Role of Bylaw
It is important to note that due to the lack of access to private spaces, people experiencing
homelessness engage in everyday activities in public, such as sleeping, drinking, eating, and
urinating (Esmonde, 2002; Novac et al., 2006; O’Grady et al., 2013). The types of behaviour that
housed people do in their homes is positioned by the public, government, and law enforcement
as risky behaviour for anyone who does not have a home (Novac et al., 2006). However, due to a
lack of private space, it is impossible for some people experiencing homelessness to obey laws
regulating the use of public space, thereby putting them at a greater risk of public complaints,
police interaction, and punishment (Cervantes, 2016). As a result of the visibility of
homelessness, Herring (2019) asserts that most interactions between law enforcement agents and
people experiencing homelessness are initiated through public complaints. Rather than there
being a ‘homeless crisis,’ he argues that there is actually a “crisis of complaints” (Herring, 2019,
p. 771), in which the policing of poverty is a product of third-party complaints by citizens,
businesses, and city agencies, as well as negative public perceptions of homelessness. As a
response to the increasing ‘crisis of complaints,’ and as illustrated in the discussion above,
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municipalities are not only relying on police, but turning to other law enforcement agents, such
as bylaw, to assist with the management and regulation of homelessness.
The role municipalities play in governing homelessness is a consequence of federal and
provincial/territorial policy decisions spanning three decades, where they downloaded
responsibility for homelessness and social housing onto municipalities (Association of
Municipalities Ontario, 2019; Turner, 2016). Relying primarily on complaints, bylaw officers
monitor homes, yards, businesses, and parks, enforcing various regulations about appearance and
appropriate land usage (Valverde, 2008, 2011). Municipal officers sometimes govern persons,
individuals, and groups directly. More often though, people are governed indirectly through rules
about physical form, buildings, property, activities, temporalities, and uses (Valverde, 2008). In
practice, regulations concerning the use of public space are positioned by policymakers as
‘person-neutral.’ However, municipal authorities are regularly criticized for governing both
individuals and types of people through regulations targeting uses and activities, especially
people who are unhoused (Valverde, 2005). According to Valverde (2005), municipal officers
certainly govern people, but do so through categories such as ‘use’ and ‘activity,’ that are
removed from personhood because they are also simultaneously governing spaces and things.
This idea can be perceived in land-use and zoning laws, which govern spaces and uses, allowing
the segregation and compartmentalization of spaces according to uses (Ranasinghe & Valverde,
2006). It is important to note that some use regulations produce effects related to social
exclusion, such as bylaws that ban public sleeping. For example, Valverde (2005) highlights a
bylaw that governed public sleeping in Nathan Phillips Square in Toronto, to which a councillor
was on record claiming that “lawyers who take a break and fall asleep on a bench” would not be
prosecuted (Valverde, 2005, p. 47). This bylaw targeted people experiencing homelessness who
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persistently slept overnight in the Square, despite municipal efforts to house them in a nearby
shelter (Valverde, 2005). As such, some bylaws undoubtably govern people, instead of focusing
specifically on land usage, activities, and spaces.
Municipalities in Canada have few legal and financial tools to address homelessness
compared to their federal and provincial/territorial counterparts, which has resulted in an overreliance on bylaws related to zoning and planning (Ranasinghe & Valverde, 2006). The fact that
land-use and zoning bylaws regulate spaces and uses, rather than acknowledge peoples’ rights,
make it difficult for bylaw officers to implement meaningful solutions to homelessness
(Ranasinghe & Valverde, 2006). According to Farha and Schwan (2020), municipal authorities
are not always aware of their legal obligations under human rights laws, such as how to ensure
the dignity and security of encampment residents, due to minimal guidance from federal,
provincial, and territorial governments. This lack of direction results in the provision of bylaws,
local police, and zoning policies that displace people experiencing homelessness, compromising
their physical and psychological health (Farha & Schwan, 2020; Herring, 2019; Right to
Housing, 2020). To date, however, the nature and extent of bylaw’s role in responding to
homelessness has been understudied. Drawing on symbolic interactionism and new
institutionalism, the present study addresses this gap in knowledge by exploring bylaw officers’
perceptions of their roles and responsibilities when responding to and managing homelessness in
their communities.
Theoretical Analysis
Symbolic Interactionism
To understand bylaw officers’ perceptions of, and experiences with, unhoused people,
this study adopts a symbolic interactionist theoretical framework (Blumer, 1986). Symbolic
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interactionism addresses how society is created and maintained through meaningful interactions.
Blumer (1986) describes three premises of symbolic interactionism. First, people act toward
things on the basis of the meanings that these things have for them. These ‘things’ include
anything in the physical world, such as objects, people, institutions, activities, and situations. For
example, bylaw officers may respond to homeless complaints in certain ways due to their
personal understandings of homelessness and encampments, ascribing a particular meaning to
this community. Second, the meaning of such ‘things’ is derived from the social interactions that
one has with others. For example, the meanings or understanding that bylaw officers have of
homelessness may derive from previous interactions with people experiencing homelessness, or
social interactions with their colleagues, generating a collective understanding. Third, these
meanings are handled in, and modified through, an interpretive process used by the person in
dealing with the things they encounter (Blumer, 1986). For example, a bylaw officer’s
understanding of homelessness may change as they continue to respond to homelessness
complaints, understanding the circumstances of each situation. Overall, using symbolic
interactionism helped me to understand the unique terminology used by officers when describing
their work related to homelessness, as well as any shared language and meanings among officers.
Blumer (1986) claims that the meanings things have for human beings are central in their
own right. Symbolic interactionist’s view meaning as something that arises in the process of
interaction between people. Blumer (1986) claims that meanings are social products, formed in
and through the defining activities of people as they interact. These meanings are formed through
a process of interpretation, where the actor first acknowledges the things that have meaning.
Following this self-interaction, the actor selects the meanings considering the situation and the
direction of their action (Blumer, 1986). These meanings are then used as instruments for the
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guidance and formation of action (Blumer, 1986). In other words, symbolic interactionism
describes the ways in which meaning arises from social interactions with others. The meanings
we attribute to people, objects, institutions, situations, and activities are formed as a result of
these interactions. People then utilize these meanings when deciding how to act in different
situations, using their understanding of the situation to inform their response. Symbolic
interactionism allows us to understand how people make sense of their situation based on the
meanings they attribute to certain entities, and how these meanings then impact their responses.
Specifically, in relation to bylaw, this framework allowed me to understand the meanings that
officers attribute to their work related to homelessness, and how these meanings thereby
influence their activities on the frontlines.
Further, symbolic interactionism recognizes that we act in response to how we view our
situations and our actions, and how the actions of others affect these situations (Charmaz, 2014).
Micro-level processes that emerge from personal encounters, or individual discussions with
others, are important in this perspective, as are the meaning of these relations and how these
interactions can explain the operation of society (Carter & Fuller, 2016). Central to this
perspective is the idea that people use language and symbols in their communication with others,
emphasizing the unique nature of behaviour in social encounters. It is important to note that
meaningful interactions depend on spoken and unspoken shared language and meanings,
occurring within social, cultural, and historical contexts that shape the interaction (Charmaz,
2014). For example, bylaw officers respond to homelessness complaints in ways that align with
how they view the situation, and a dominant perception of what it means to be unhoused and
who experiences homelessness. Due to the lack of literature on this topic, using symbolic
interactionism as a theoretical framework offered the opportunity to investigate the meanings
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that bylaw officers attribute to their work related to homelessness, and how these meanings
inform their responses to homelessness complaints in their communities.
Blumer (1986) notes that the conditions of a situation impact the way people respond,
differing each time due to dissimilar circumstances. As an individual views the factors in the
situation, they take into account the activities of others when deciding how to act (Blumer,
1986). When someone interprets and analyzes a situation, the way they define the situation
becomes real for that person (Blumer, 1986). As a result, people have to decide a “line of action”
(Blumer, 1986, p. 64) in response to this interpretation. Situations and even objects can have
different meanings for different people or communities. For example, an encampment may
represent a home or safe space for people experiencing homelessness, but for law enforcement,
encampments demonstrate an infringement of public space and an area that needs to be managed
for the sake of public safety. As such, symbolic interactionists focus on the interpretation of
subjective viewpoints, and how individuals make sense of their world from their own perspective
(Carter & Fuller, 2016).
Despite this focus on how people make sense of their surroundings, Charmaz (2014)
discusses how some aspects of our social lives are routine in nature, not requiring active
interpretation. People are thereby unlikely to change their practices or the meanings they
attribute to them unless they become problematic. A problematic situation develops when people
1) find themselves torn between conflicting desires, demands, or directions; 2) their current
practices do not resolve the situation; and/or 3) the problem lies outside their normative
framework (Charmaz, 2014). The complex nature of homelessness, the multifaceted role of
bylaw, and the presence of COVID-19 may serve as a ‘problematic situation,’ driving officers to
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engage in the interpretive process and reconsider the meanings associated with their work related
to homelessness.
New Institutionalism
In addition to symbolic interactionism, I use concepts from institutional theory, or new
institutionalism, to make sense of this research data. Public organizations experience continuous
pressure to remain current, legitimate, and accountable to the broader community. Consequently,
organizations engage in various modes of reform, such as restructuring formal policy and
ideology, implementing new rules and processes, and embracing technological innovation in an
effort to maintain legitimacy (Meyer & Rowan, 1977). Generally, organizations are understood
as systems of coordinated and controlled activities, arising from complex networks of technical
relations (Meyer & Rowan, 1977). Institutional theory emerged as an alternative to rational
models of organizational analysis. Instead of assuming that rules, processes, and innovations are
adopted and applied rationally as a means of improving performance and outcomes, institutional
theory proposes that institutional rules function as myths. Rather than functioning according to
their “formal blueprints,” new institutionalists claim that organizations incorporate these rules
that are actually “myths” to gain legitimacy, resources, and stability (Meyer & Rowan, 1977, p.
340). Institutional rules are implemented to maintain trust and confidence both internally and
externally. However, these institutional rules may conflict with efficiency, thus permitting
individuals to act in ways that do not align with these mandates. As a result, rules function as
‘myths,’ to promote efficiency. For example, a bylaw officer may have a protocol when
responding to complaints. In practice, the officer may not follow each step of the protocol due to
time constraints, agency resource limitations, or discretion and previous experiences, and instead
only adhere to some of the guidelines to enhance efficiency.
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Institutional theory also emphasizes the need to consider how prevailing institutional,
societal, and environmental culture surrounding an organization shapes the rules and practices it
adopts to remain legitimate (Meyer & Rowan, 1977; Powell & Bromley, 2013). Organizations
adopt formal rules and structures that align with the dominant societal and institutional beliefs
about organizational work and how it should function. External influences on organizations are
powerful, demonstrating the importance of accountability, assessment, and transparency.
According to DeMichele (2014), community corrections practices, or community-based
punishments, such as probation and parole, are regularly determined by external forces. Criminal
justice policies are often influenced by the media due to the portrayal of certain crimes as moral
panics, which in turn requires lawmakers to respond with dramatic policies to enhance their
accountability and transparency to the public (DeMichele, 2014). These external pressures push
organizations to align their policies and practices closely, conforming to external evaluative
criteria (Bromley & Powell, 2012).
In practice, however, these rules often challenge the conditions that produce efficiency
under organizational conditions. As a result, actual work activities regularly vary, or are “loosely
coupled” to the formal rhetoric surrounding organizational practices (Meyer & Rowan, 1977, p.
341; Powell & Bromley, 2013; Weick, 1976). While formal structures provide a “blueprint for
activities,” including coordination, procedures, and actual activities to conform to the structure,
these rules may not encourage efficiency or success in the organization (Bromley & Powell,
2012; Meyer & Rowan, 1977, p. 342; Powell & Bromley, 2013). Other reasons for this loose
coupling could include ideological opposition to the formal rules, or because officers are not
properly trained or provided with the appropriate tools to implement the policies. As such,
institutionalized environments maintain gaps or inconsistencies between the formal structure and
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their ongoing work activities to navigate these tensions (Meyer & Rowan, 1977). In practice,
police and bylaw officers have discretion in meeting the agency’s philosophy, mission, agenda,
and rules for practice. However, loose coupling can result in formal policies being violated, unimplemented decisions, and minimal efficiency coordination (Hallett, 2010; Meyer & Rowan,
1977). Thus, while it is often assumed that coordination and controlling activities are critical
dimensions for the benefit of formal institutions, new institutionalists demonstrate that in reality,
there are large inconsistencies between the formal and informal organizations (DeMichele, 2014;
Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006; Meyer & Rowan, 1977).
Although loose coupling can be considered problematic due to inconsistencies between
formal regulations and activities, a few scholars have outlined benefits of the disconnect between
formal policies and practices. Weick (1976) argues that when loose coupling occurs, new “units”
(p. 8) or employees, such as bylaw officers, can be welcomed into organizations with minimal
disruption to existing operations. Additionally, loosely coupled systems encourage diverse
responses to situations, and therefore actors can be nimble and quickly adapt to changes in the
environment (Roberts, 2004; Weick, 1976). Hallet (2010) claims that facilitating a closer degree
of coupling between formal guidelines and daily work activities may result in a “state of turmoil”
among organizational actors (p. 57). To absolve this turmoil and disruption, actors require some
agency in their daily activities, suggesting that a certain level of loose coupling is not only
acceptable, but preferable (Hallett, 2010).
Organizational analysis through an institutional theoretical lens draws on interpretive
theories to understand institutional behaviour. Interpretive theories, such symbolic
interactionism, maintain that the social processes individuals engage in shape the way they
define reality and ascribe meaning to the phenomena around them (Maitlis, 2005). Producing
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meanings through social interactions facilitates a “sensemaking” process, where organizational
actors give meaning to events and actions (Choo, 1996, p. 333). According to Weick (1976),
sensemaking occurs in organizations when people, such as bylaw officers, confront events,
issues, and actions that are unidentified or unknown. Sensemaking allows actors to deal with
uncertainty or ambiguity in their organizational environments by creating rational accounts of the
situation and shared interpretations, which then enable further action (Choo, 1996; Maitlis, 2005;
Manning, 1997). Although actors make choices every day, they seek guidance from their
personal experiences and those of others in comparable situations (Chan, 2007; Powell &
DiMaggio, 1991).
Institutional theorizing has commonly occurred at the macro-level, investigating the
cultural and societal forces which shape the adoption of institutional myths. Scholars have
discussed the importance of theorizing new institutionalism at the micro-level, as there is a need
to understand how individuals locate themselves in social relations and interpret their context
(Hallett, 2010; Powell & Bromley, 2013; Powell & Colyvas, 2008). Employing a micro-level
analysis of bylaw enforcement officers and their duties related to homelessness allowed me to
analyze the “internal manifestation of organizational myths and their implications” (Hallett,
2010, p. 53) for officers and how they understand their role. Investigating the linkages between
people and institutions helped identify how actors understand and interpret institutional rules and
reforms, which ultimately shape their daily activities. Linking this understanding with
institutional expectations, rules, and reforms enabled a comprehensive analysis of how bylaw
officers’ roles are understood and shaped by external forces.
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Chapter 3: Methodology
Introduction
In this chapter, I discuss the methodology used to study Ontario bylaw officers’
experiences working with, and responding to, homelessness and homeless encampments in their
communities. I begin with a discussion of constructivist grounded theory, and how this method
of theorizing informed my research process. I then outline the methodological process used,
including acquiring ethics approval, conducting surveys and semi-structured interviews,
analyzing the data, and reflexivity.
Constructivist Grounded Theory
I utilized a constructivist grounded theory methodology (Charmaz, 2014) to approach
data collection, analysis, and theory development. Constructivist grounded theory uses an
inductive analytical technique, allowing theory to emerge from the data itself. Data is derived
from our observations, interactions, and documents gathered about a particular phenomenon or
setting (Charmaz, 2014). This methodology permits researchers to remain involved in their data
and analysis, using comparative methods and iterative strategies (Charmaz, 2014). According to
Charmaz (2014), grounded theory methods offer a set of “general principles, guidelines,
strategies, and heuristic devices rather than formulaic prescriptions” (p. 36), allowing data to
form the foundation of our theory.
Constructivist grounded theory claims that researchers play a role in constructing the
theories which emerge, offering an interpretive portrayal of the studied world (Charmaz, 2006).
Interpretive theories assume “emergent, multiple realities; indeterminacy; facts and values as
inextricably linked; truth as provisional; and social life as processual” (Charmaz, 2014, p. 447).
Theorizing from interpretive perspectives is an emergent process compatible with symbolic
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interactionism. The symbolic interactionist perspective views human actions as constructing self,
situation, and society. Symbolic interactionism assumes that language and symbols play a role in
forming and sharing our meanings and actions, viewing interpretation and action as reciprocal
processes (Blumer, 1986; Charmaz, 2014). This perspective recognizes that we act in response to
how we view our situations, and that our actions and those of others affect these situations
(Blumer, 1986; Charmaz, 2014). The symbolic interactionist lens is crucial when attempting to
understand how bylaw officers understand their roles when managing and responding to
homelessness complaints, focusing on how their interpretations guide their actions.
Further, constructivist grounded theory draws upon existing literature and theoretical
frames to shape project design and analysis (Charmaz, 2006). Originating from Blumer (1954),
sensitizing concepts provide researchers with a general sense of “reference and guidance in
approaching empirical instances” (p. 7). Sensitizing concepts offer ways of seeing, organizing,
and understanding experience, and are exploratory rather than definitive (Charmaz, 2003, 2006).
Since sensitizing concepts offer researchers a sense of how a phenomena may fit with a
conceptual category, these concepts may be refined, changed, or discarded, depending on their
consistency with the data (Blumer, 1954; Bowen, 2006; Charmaz, 2006). In my analysis, I draw
upon theoretical concepts from new institutionalism (Powell & DiMaggio, 1991), as well as
concepts such as “crisis of complaints” (Herring, 2019), “burden shuffling” (Herring, 2019),
“pervasive penality” (Herring et al., 2020), “criminalization of homelessness” (O’Grady et al.,
2011), the “experiential craft” of policing (Willis & Mastrofski, 2017), “recovery management”
(Stuart, 2014), “invisibilizing homelessness” (Margier, 2021), and the “aesthetics” of popular
areas (Walby & Lippert, 2012). These concepts are all relevant for understanding bylaw officers’
perceptions of their work related to homelessness and homeless encampments.
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Before beginning my data collection, I developed several preliminary research questions
to guide my study and analysis:
1. What perceptions do bylaw enforcement officers hold towards people experiencing
homelessness, homeless encampments, and public safety?
2. How have these perceptions been impacted by COVID-19?
I created these questions by identifying gaps in the available literature pertaining to law
enforcement agents, social control, homelessness, encampments, and formal training and policies
provided to enforcement officers related to homelessness.
After data collection and analysis, I reformulated these preliminary research questions to
align with the findings that were emerging from my survey data and interview transcripts:
1. How closely aligned, or “coupled,” are organizational mandates to the frontline
experiences of bylaw enforcement officers when responding to homelessness
complaints?
2. How do bylaw officers manage complaints about homelessness and encampments,
while balancing the demands from the public and their organizational capabilities and
expectations?
Research Ethics
In June 2021, I received institutional research ethics approval to conduct surveys and
interviews with bylaw officers in Ontario, Canada. The ethical considerations for this study
included ensuring that participants understood that their participation was completely voluntary
and that their responses would be kept confidential. Although there are no physical risks
associated with this project, I had to consider the potential social risks and how to mitigate them.
While unlikely, participants may have been hesitant to share their experiences with or insights
about people experiencing homelessness or homeless encampments due to the potential negative
response that they could receive from fellow officers. Bylaw officers may have also been
concerned about their reputation among their colleagues, and worried about their employer’s
response if they found out about their participation. However, the risk of this social harm was
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very low, and measures were put into place to maintain the confidentiality of participants. For
example, participants were made aware that their responses would be anonymized and that any
personal and identifying information would not be associated with their answers. Information
such as names, places, and any other identifying materials were removed at the point of
transcription and replaced with a pseudonym. Additionally, all data collected for this study is
kept on secure platforms and on password-protected electronic devices for the next five years.
All participants were made aware of the project objectives, goals, risks, and benefits prior
to participation using information consent forms for both the survey and interview (Appendix A
and B). The consent forms offered detailed information about the research objectives, procedures
involved in the research, and how their right to privacy would be safeguarded through
confidentiality measures, such as storing the data on the secured Wilfrid Laurier University
server with password protected access, and anonymizing names. The consent forms also outlined
the voluntary nature of the project, explaining how participants could decline to participate
without penalty, and that they were free to stop their participation at any time, even after having
begun the survey and/or interview. Finally, participants in the interviews had the option to
consent to being quoted in any and all publications arising from the study.
Data Collection: Documents, Surveys, and Semi-Structured Interviews
To comprehensively understand bylaw enforcement officers’ organizational roles and
responsibilities, I conducted an Internet search for publicly available bylaw job postings,
descriptions, and advertisements in Ontario. I identified information on bylaw officers’
expectations, duties, and responsibilities from job descriptions in Burlington, Georgian Bluffs,
Gravenhurst, Guelph, Hamilton, Huntsville, Muskoka, Shelburne, Thunder Bay, and Waterloo.
This information allowed me to compare bylaw officers’ outlined responsibilities to their
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frontline responses. Further, these insights provided contextual information to better understand
the roles and responsibilities of bylaw enforcement officers.
I selected to conduct surveys and interviews as the data collection method to add both
breadth and depth to a new and important area of research. Because there is limited research
available on this topic, triangulating the research offered a considerable contribution to the
literature on law enforcement and homelessness. Surveys allowed me to reach a large audience,
thus providing substantial breadth to the current research project (Vito et al., 2014). Qualitative
surveys capture participants subjective experiences, narratives, practices, and discourses through
their own language and terminology (Braun et al., 2020; Choy, 2014). Learning about
participants’ personal experiences in their own language and terms allowed me to understand
how they perceive their role as a bylaw officer when responding to homelessness complaints.
The second phase of data collection included semi-structured interviews. These
interviews explored key analytic insights gained through the survey, allowing participants to
engage in a more in-depth discussion of their experiences with homelessness as a bylaw officer.
According to Charmaz (2014), constructivist interviews provide the interactive space and time to
enable participants’ views and insights to emerge. Interviewing allowed me to better understand
participants’ personal experiences, and then compare these experiences to those of other
respondents, generating both shared and distinct discourses, ideas, and issues. Incorporating both
surveys and interviews enabled an in-depth understanding of bylaw officers’ perceptions of their
work, responsibilities, and personal experiences in the field related to homelessness. To
distinguish between participants involved in the two data collection phases, survey respondents
are referred to as “Participant #,” while interview participants are denoted as “Interview #”
throughout the findings.
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Recruitment
To recruit participants, I first gathered a list of bylaw agencies in Ontario (N=60), by
conducting an Internet search of all cities in Ontario with bylaw enforcement agencies. After
compiling a list of Ontario bylaw agencies and contact information, I emailed each agency
inviting them to participate. The email (Appendix C) included a brief description of the research
goals and objectives and a copy of the recruitment poster (Appendix D) to share with members
of their service. I sent three rounds of recruitment emails to each bylaw agency on the following
dates: July 22, 2021, August 23, 2021, and September 13, 2021. I received survey responses
from officers in the following cities: Belleville, Brant County, Burlington, Cambridge, Hamilton,
Kenora, London, Markham, Oshawa, Ottawa, Owen Sound, Richmond Hill, Simcoe, Stratford,
Toronto, and Waterloo, marking a response rate of 27%. After completing the survey, officers
were prompted to note their interest in a semi-structured interview to be conducted at a later date.
Asking respondents to participate in an interview at the end of the survey gave officers the
ability, if they desired, to volunteer to expand on their survey responses and provide a more
detailed account of their experiences with people experiencing homelessness and homeless
encampments.
Phase 1: Surveys
The first phase of this project consisted of surveys, and data was collected electronically
using the online survey platform, Qualtrics. This platform was chosen as it is approved for use by
Wilfrid Laurier University, and the platform securely stores data on servers located in Canada.
Only my research supervisors (Drs. Carrie Sanders and Erin Dej) and I had access to the data
collected via Qualtrics. The survey consisted of both closed- and open-ended questions centred
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around bylaw officers’ perceptions and experiences when responding to homelessness and
homeless encampments in their municipalities.
Survey Participant Demographics
I received a total of 46 survey responses, but after data cleaning and removing responses
that only included a signed consent form, 41 responses were collected and analyzed. The average
time spent on each survey was 48 minutes.
Table 1
Survey Participant Demographics
N
Geographic Region
Small population centre (1,000-29,999 people)
Medium population centre (30,000-99,999 people)
Large population centre (100,000+ people)

6
12
22

Female
Male
Non-binary

12
27
1

Métis
None

2
38

Black
Chinese
West Asian
White
Other
Prefer not to disclose

2
2
2
32
2
4

0-2 years
3-5 years
6-10 years
10+ years

10
10
8
12

Gender

Indigenous Identity

Race or Ethnicity

Number of years
employed as a bylaw
officer

Number of responses to
homeless complaints in the 0-10
last 30 days
10-20
20-50

31
3
6
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Survey Design
The qualitative survey was designed to distribute to people who are currently employed
as bylaw enforcement officers in Ontario and who have interacted with people experiencing
homelessness or residents of homeless encampments in the last 30 days. In the design phase, I
had an informal discussion with a bylaw enforcement officer who reviewed and provided helpful
feedback on both a draft of the survey and the semi-structured interview guide. This informal
conversation can be considered a form of ‘member checking’ that occurred prior to the data
collection, referring to the practice of checking with a respondent to ensure the research is in line
with their views (Harvey, 2015; Motulsky, 2021). Busetto et al. (2020) claim that having these
informal discussions with actors in the research area can be referred to as ‘stakeholder
involvement.’ The involvement of stakeholders in the field, who also act as participants, can help
ensure that important topics are being investigated (Busetto et al., 2020). This feedback informed
the survey and interview design, ensuring that all questions were relevant to bylaw officers and
their duties related to homelessness.
The 38 survey questions (Appendix E) were organized around thematic sections that
connect to the research questions, including perceptions of homelessness, training methods and
interactions with people experiencing homelessness, homeless encampments, and the impact that
COVID-19 had on homelessness in the community. The first set of questions focused on
underlying perceptions that bylaw officers may have about people experiencing homelessness,
such as if they are a threat to public safety or engaged in criminal activity. The next set of
questions asked specifically about training methods, the effectiveness of this training, the type of
complaints received about homelessness, and how officers respond to these complaints. The
section on homeless encampments inquired about training specific to encampments or physical
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structures, municipal policies related to the regulation of homeless encampments, common
complaints from the public about encampments, and how bylaw officers respond to these
complaints. Finally, the COVID-19 section aimed to understand how and if the pandemic had
impacted homelessness in the participant’s community, asking questions about how the number
of calls received about homelessness has changed since the beginning of COVID-19, and how
many more encampments have become visible or generated complaints.
The survey was organized in a way that encouraged participation, starting with softer
questions, such as demographic questions (Vito et al., 2014). Following this section, the first
question inquired about participants’ perceptions of homelessness, and whether they believed
people experiencing homelessness were a threat to public safety or engaged in criminal activity.
Using a Likert scale for some questions gave participants various options, such as strongly agree,
agree, neither agree nor disagree, disagree, or strongly disagree, making the question (and those
similar) less daunting. Further, all sections within the survey were clearly labeled and provided
participants with an idea of the questions that would be asked in each segment. The question
sequence was also considered to ensure that questions at the beginning of the survey would not
lead participants to respond to later inquiries in a particular way (Vito et al., 2014). I
accomplished this by clearly separating sections that matched the question themes and organized
the questions in a logical way that would flow for the participant. For example, one question
focused on common complaints about homelessness, which was followed by a question about
how bylaw officers respond to these complaints. At the end of this section, the final question
asked about ways to improve responses to these complaints. It is important to consider the
question sequence because I did not want to indirectly influence participant responses due to a
poor question arrangement.
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All survey questions followed general guidelines related to developing ‘good questions’
in order to gather accurate, valuable, and reliable information (Vito et al., 2014). I provided a
clear introduction to the purpose of the survey in the consent form (Appendix A), wrote the
questions in clear language, avoided double-barreled questions, provided relevant questions,
attempted to keep the questions short, avoided negative items and biased questions, and avoided
jargon (Vito et al., 2014). These guidelines are extremely important to ensure that participants
are able to respond to the questions, feel comfortable doing so, and do not become confused
while completing the survey.
Throughout the survey, I used a combination of closed- and open-ended questions,
relying more on the former. For example, one question asked participants “what is the most
common complaint your agency receives about people experiencing homelessness?” with the
following responses available for participants to select the most applicable: loitering,
panhandling, criminal activity, substance use, mental health concerns, or destruction of property.
I included the option “other” with a textbox for all questions formatted in this manner to give
participants the option to write a different response, allowing the items to be exhaustive (Vito et
al., 2014), or to provide comments. Further, throughout, and at the end of each section, I
provided a textbox with the instructions “if you would like to elaborate on your responses to
question(s) #, please use this textbox to do so.” This statement gave participants an optional
space to discuss any of their thoughts, opinions, or experiences related to the previous
question(s) or section. Having an open-ended area allowed participants to elaborate on their
responses, and provide detailed answers or personal thoughts if they desired (Vito et al., 2014).
Many questions were formatted similarly to the above example. In these cases, the
response options were rooted in relevant research and the feedback provided from my pilot

38

survey. For other questions, such as those related to training and municipal policies, I was
investigating whether training programs or guidelines existed related to homelessness. As such,
these questions only required a “yes” or “no” response but were always followed by a textbox for
participants to elaborate on their responses. Using closed-ended questions throughout the survey
was beneficial, as research suggests that respondents may find questions formatted in this way
quicker and easier to answer, as they do not have to think on the spot or find ways to articulate
their thoughts (Vito et al., 2014). Having set response choices may also help to clarify question
meanings, as respondents can assess and consider the options with reference to the question
(Vito et al., 2014).
Once participants completed the survey, they were thanked for their participation, and
prompted to note their interest in participating in a follow-up, semi-structured interview. If
interested, participants were asked to provide their email. If the participants did not consent to
being contacted for an interview, they were directed to the end of the survey.
Phase 2: Interviews
The second phase of this project consisted of semi-structured interviews with participants
who noted their interest in the first phase. The interviews explored preliminary analytic insights
gained through the survey concerning bylaw enforcement responses to homelessness and
encampments.
Interview Participant Demographics
The inclusion criteria for this study required that participants be employed as bylaw
enforcement officers in Ontario and have interacted with people experiencing homelessness in
the last 30 days. Although all participants were not bylaw officers, they were employed with the
municipality’s bylaw agency in some capacity. One of the participants was a supervisor in the
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bylaw department but is tasked with responding to all concerns related to homeless encampments
in their municipality. Additionally, another participant was the director of municipal enforcement
services, and oversees the bylaw division. Finally, one participant was the chief administrative
officer, but had a lead role on the homelessness and housing plans within the municipality,
working closely with bylaw enforcement. Conducting interviews with people in management
roles complemented the bylaw officer interviews by providing a greater understanding of the
broader issues at play with how bylaw is used to manage homelessness in the municipality.
Conducting Interviews
I conducted nine interviews between August 17, 2021, and October 21, 2021. Of the
participants, seven self-identified as white, one as Middle Eastern, and one as West Indian.
Seven participants identified as male, and two participants identified as female. The participants
I interviewed had varying levels of experience in their occupational positions, ranging from one
to 16 years in the field. Six interviews were held over Microsoft Teams, and three were
conducted over the phone. The method in which the interviews were conducted depended on
participant familiarity, comfort, technical difficulties, and feasibility. Since most interviews were
conducted during the day, some participants were at work during the interview, making a
telephone interview the most appropriate method. The interviews ranged from 30 minutes to 90
minutes, with an average time of 50 minutes. All the interviews were digitally recorded, with the
participants’ consent, using an independent voice recorder and transcribed verbatim.
Interview Design
In the interview phase, I referenced the feedback from an informal conversation with a
bylaw officer to inform the interview questions. As the interviews were semi-structure in nature,
I was able to modify the interview questions as I progressed through the interviews and learned
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more from bylaw enforcement officers. These adjustments align with Charmaz’s constructivist
grounded theory, who suggests that researchers must attend to participants’ own terms when
framing questions and responding to their comments throughout the interview (Charmaz, 2014).
For example, when asking bylaw officers about their organizational response to homelessness, I
was informed that ‘standard operating procedure’ was a more accurate term to describe policies
that guide their interactions with people experiencing homelessness, rather than ‘bylaws.’ I was
then able to adjust questions accordingly for the remaining interviews. The interview questions
(Appendix F) were organized around thematic sections, including training methods and policies,
interactions with people experiencing homelessness, the impact of COVID-19, and the role of
bylaw enforcement in relation to homelessness.
Data Analysis
Documents and Surveys
After collecting the documents on bylaw job postings, descriptions, and advertisements,
as well as the survey data, I examined patterns using content analysis, which is a method to
objectively and systematically identify characteristics of information and participant responses
(Prasad, 2008; Stemler, 2000). Identifying patterns in the data helped me to discover meanings,
contexts, and intentions contained in the responses. Content analysis analyzes text data, and
focuses on the characteristics of language as communication with attention to the content or
contextual meanings (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). This form of analysis helps to sort responses into
categories that signify similar meanings, which then can represent either explicit or inferred
communication. Next, I exported the survey data into an Excel spreadsheet and tallied up the
responses to each of the closed-ended questions. I then created another Excel spreadsheet to
condense the survey responses, allowing me to compare the responses to each question. For

41

example, a few survey questions asked participants to rate their agreement with a statement on a
scale from strongly agree to strongly disagree. One statement read “people experiencing
homelessness are a threat to public safety.” After condensing the survey data, I was able to note
that two people strongly agreed, ten agreed, seven neither agreed nor disagreed, 13 disagreed,
and five strongly disagreed with this statement. Condensing this data into a simple spreadsheet
helped me to recognize themes that would then be compared to trends identified in the interview
transcripts.
Interviews
After transcribing the interviews, I engaged in the coding and analysis phases for the
interview data. Charmaz (2014) claims that coding is the “pivot link” (p. 239) between collecting
data and developing an emergent theory to explain these data. According to Charmaz (2014),
initial coding involves a close examination of data fragments, focusing on either words, lines, or
segments, to determine their analytic significance. Gerunds, or words in their action form, were
used whenever possible to ensure that the initial codes accurately reflected the data (Charmaz,
2014). For example, I utilized the code “building rapport” to represent the importance and ways
that officers made positive connections with people experiencing homelessness, establishing
trust and respect. I also utilized In-Vivo codes, or codes that are constructed from participants’
terms, to preserve meanings that participants attributed to their actions and experiences
(Charmaz, 2014). This included codes such as “shell game,” “cover your ass,” “bureaucrats with
badges,” and “hot potato.” The initial coding process helped me to identify preliminary patterns
in the data, which informed the creation of my focused codebook (Appendix G). For example,
based on the initial coding of five transcripts, I identified several recurring themes/codes, such as
a lack of resources, moving people along, interactions with people experiencing homelessness,
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managing public expectations, lack of training, and building rapport, to name a few, which
became my focused codes.
Charmaz (2014) claims that focused coding is used to “sift, sort, synthesize, and analyze
large amounts of data” (p. 283), requiring the researcher to make decisions about which initial
codes make the most analytic sense with regard to the data. Researchers must engage in a close
examination and comparison of the data to merge initial codes and determine which codes best
describe the data. After initial coding the five interview transcripts, I made note of the most
common codes and kept those in mind when coding the remaining transcripts. I compared the
most frequent codes, merging similar codes into one focused code. For example, I combined
codes such as “responding with a partner,” “safety protocols,” and “responding to a call within a
certain timeframe” into the single focused code of “safety measures.” Some codes that I thought
were relevant but did not appear as frequently in the data were marked to revisit in the future.
I organized my codes into ‘parent codes’ and ‘child codes’ to denote a relationship
between different codes. For instance, one parent code was “managing public expectations” and
the child codes included “public complaints” “stereotypes” and “public pressure.” I created
operational definitions for each focused code to specifically describe what each code was
referring to. For example, the parent code “COVID-19 not impacting work related to
homelessness” is operationalized as “not experiencing any changes to work or employment
during the COVID-19 pandemic” and its child code “complaints remaining the same during
COVID-19” is defined as “receiving the same number of complaints during the COVID-19
pandemic as before the pandemic.” I kept these focused codes and my codebook in mind
throughout the remainder of the coding process, using the codebook as guidance when sorting
through the data. As the constructivist grounded theory methodology encourages an iterative
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process, it is important to note that the codebook was not conclusive and changed throughout the
process if other codes were found to be significant.
After I coded all nine interviews, I referred to the Excel spreadsheet with the exported
survey data and used my focused codes to code the closed- and open-ended survey responses.
For example, if a participant selected “moving people along” as their most common response to
complaints about people experiencing homelessness, it was coded as “moving people along,” in
line with my identified focused code. After coding the surveys, I recognized similar trends in the
two data collection phases. A few consistencies in the surveys and interviews included a general
lack of training and formal policies related to homelessness, as well as an over-reliance on
moving people experiencing homelessness along to resolve complaints.
Once I finished coding both the interviews and surveys, I began extracting two to three
excerpts or ‘juicy quotes’ that accurately illustrated each common focused code. These excerpts
were copied into a Word document and organized according to code names. Then, I constructed
‘coding summaries’ for each common focused code (see text box 1).
Text Box 1:
Example Coding Summary: “Interactions”
This code refers to the interactions between bylaw enforcement and people experiencing
homelessness. Most officers mentioned that their interactions with people experiencing
homelessness were generally positive:
So that’s, you know, most of them have been very good. To be honest, it’s been better than some
of the more entitled people in the upper-middle class, and upper-class neighbourhoods where
right away it’s very hostile. (Interview 4)
My experience has been both professionally and personally has not been, they’ve been good
experiences. I mean… you realize that they’re just people and for whatever reason, whether it’s
addiction, mental health, or just a series of events that you know, caused them to be in the
situation they’re in. They’re all just people. (Interview 9)
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However, some officers mentioned negative or diverse interactions with people experiencing
homelessness:
Some people are you know, they’re willing to just kind of accept whatever and then just move on
and other people are going to be argumentative and combative, and you know, that’s just kind of
the way it is. So, I don’t think I can really, I mean it’s the thing in dealing with anybody. You go
into a business or somebody’s house, some people are going to be fine, and some people are not.
(Interview 3)
Um, they’re frustrated. They’re frustrated, I would say that we haven’t had any type of resistance
in terms of violence, or any type of aggression. Our approach is a very soft approach, being
sensitive to these situations. And some individuals are a little bit more heightened I would say
than others. (Interview 5)
Each coding summary provided a description of the code (including child codes, which were
italicized), and a few illustrative participant quotes. Including the quotations allowed me to
expand upon these coding summaries and identify broader themes that would eventually form
the foundation of my findings section.
Throughout the initial and focused coding phases, I engaged in memo writing to consider
relationships between and among codes and categories, making note of related scholarly
literature and theoretical concepts. According to Charmaz (2014), memo writing prompts the
researcher to analyze their data and codes early in the research process, enabling them to remain
involved in the analysis. Keeping detailed and dated memos was a useful tool to compare ideas
and track personal thoughts about the analysis as it was progressing. While this interactive space
for noting ideas and insights was useful for analytic progression, memo writing was also
beneficial for personal reflection throughout data collection. Some interviews were especially
troubling due to the emotional nature of the topic of homelessness. For example, during
Interview 6, the participant and I discussed the circumstances of homelessness, including cold
weather, substance abuse, and the potential of hypothermia, overdose, and death. Afterwards, I
wrote the following memo:
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I found it difficult to continue the interview after this discussion. Conducting
the interviews online impacts my ability to show empathy and compassion. I
felt bad moving on from this discussion seemingly quickly, but also did not
want to make the participant feel uncomfortable by dwelling on this sad reality.
(fieldnotes)
Once I finished focused coding my data, I created concept maps to initiate my analysis. Concept
mapping helped me organize and construct knowledge from my coded data, drawing
relationships between different concepts and categories (Charmaz, 2014; Litiga et al., 2022).
This method of visually representing the data initiated the development of my main ideas and
eventual chapter construction. For example, one of the first concept maps I created explored the
‘fit’ between organizational mandates and bylaw enforcement officers’ frontline experiences
when responding to homelessness (see Figure 1).
Figure 1: Concept Map for Loose Coupling: Organizational Mandates vs. Frontline Responses
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Concept mapping helped me organize my data into sections, allowing me to connect concepts,
uncover relationships between codes, and eventually develop my chapters. This strategy also
assisted me with integrating theory into the data (Machado & Carvalho, 2020), as the concept
maps allowed me to visualize connections between different codes and ideas, which could be
explained by other theories or sensitizing concepts in the literature. I created three concept maps,
two of which guided the structure of my substantive chapters, as exemplified in Figure 1. My
other concept map focused on bylaw’s management of complaints, while balancing the demands
from the public and their organizational capabilities and expectations.
Throughout the writing process, I embraced the iterative process inherent in constructivist
grounded theory methodology, moving between the data and the analysis to ensure the analyses
were rooted in the data (Charmaz, 2014). My analysis draws upon research that illustrates how
officers rely on discretion and personal experiences in their duties; how public complaints guide
responses to homelessness rooted in law enforcement; the disconnect between public
expectations and the role of bylaw enforcement; how the visibility of homelessness influences
public perceptions of people who are unhoused; the impact of COVID-19 on homelessness; and
bylaw officers’ perceptions of who should be responding to homeless complaints.
Reflexivity
An important element of constructivist grounded theory is to acknowledge your
involvement in the construction and interpretation of data. This method encourages researchers
to examine their privileges and preconceptions, and how they may shape the analysis. Charmaz
(2014) claims that subjectivity is inseparable from social existence, and as such, we must
acknowledge our positions as researchers. This being said, it is imperative to consider my
position as a researcher, and how I relate to the subject matter. I am a young, white woman, who

47

has never experienced homelessness or been involved with law enforcement. I am researching
this relationship as an outsider, attempting to view this subject matter with an objective lens. I
am passionate about this topic and think that everyone should be treated equally before the law.
Additionally, I firmly believe that housing is a human right, and that everyone should have equal
access to safe, stable, and appropriate housing, as well as wraparound services to maintain
housing.
Having access to the media can easily influence assumptions about law enforcement and
their responses to homelessness, especially when seeing coverage of negative or harmful
interactions between these groups. These serious instances are also detailed in the literature,
especially with regard to police interactions with people experiencing homelessness and the
destruction of local encampments. However, it is important to be aware of and reflect on these
assumptions. Since this research is exploratory, the relationship between bylaw enforcement and
people experiencing homelessness may not mirror that of police and people experiencing
homelessness. Nonetheless, it is easy to be critical when analyzing the data due to these
preconceptions that are based on both media and previous literature. I am constantly reflecting
on these assumptions, both throughout the data collection phase and during the analysis process.
I am working to ensure that these preconceptions are not influencing how I analyze the data by
acknowledging these assumptions and remaining focused on the data and what the data is
conveying.
Since this analytic technique is iterative, it is important to recognize that I made decisions
about the data throughout this process. For example, depending on the participant and the
interview, I adjusted questions to understand their experiences and to further enhance the
discussion. Some participants had very in-depth responses, while others did not, making
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additional probing necessary to better understand what the participant meant in their answers.
This cannot be ignored, and instead should be acknowledged as a method to allow the researcher
to be reflective of these decisions and continuously revisit and examine the data.
Conclusion
As I have outlined the methodological approach used to complete this project in this
chapter, including the implementation of constructivist grounded theory, recruitment, survey and
interview design, and analysis, I can now move into the findings of this research. In the
following chapters, I present my findings, including the themes of organizational mandates
compared to frontline responses, and how bylaw officers manage their goal of invisibilizing
homelessness by engaging in burden shuffling and moving people along.
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Chapter 4: The Disconnect Between Organizational Mandates and Frontline Responses
Introduction
This chapter focuses on how officers make sense of organizational training, policies, and
standard operating procedures that relate to homelessness. I argue that the outlined
organizational roles, responsibilities, and mandates provided to officers are ‘loosely coupled’
(Meyer & Rowan, 1977; Powell & Bromley, 2013) with their activities on the frontlines,
whereby officers prioritize and rely on their experiential knowledge or what is often referred to
as a “craft” (Willis & Mastrofski, 2017, p. 86). As a result of this loose coupling, bylaw
enforcement officers rely on their personal experiences to guide their responses to homelessness,
rather than formal organizational mandates, polices, or training. To illustrate this argument, I
first describe bylaw officers’ organizational roles and responsibilities, then examine officers’
perceptions of organizational mandates, including formalized training, policies, and standard
operating procedures. After assessing these two components together, I demonstrate the value
that bylaw officers’ place on experiential knowledge and discretion when responding to and
managing homelessness in their communities.
Organizational Roles and Responsibilities
Bylaw enforcement officers are involved in managing homelessness and homeless
encampments, as concerns associated with homelessness are within the jurisdiction of municipal
authorities (Farha & Schwan, 2020). Many job descriptions emphasized the importance of
regulating space and place, customer service orientation, and discretion.
Regulating Space and Place
According to bylaw job descriptions across Ontario, much of their role focuses on the
regulation of space and property. For example, nuisance bylaws generally relate to the
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unreasonable infringement on the use and enjoyment of property, which are in place to protect
the rights of property owners and are organized around property relations (Dorries, 2017). Bylaw
officers are responsible for investigating complaints and interpreting and enforcing municipal
regulatory bylaws. These complaints may originate from the public, business owners, other
municipal departments, supervisory staff, and external agencies, such as the police. A few
municipalities expect bylaw enforcement officers to patrol public spaces, such as parks or streets,
to proactively observe and respond to infractions or potential violations, rather than relying on
public complaints. This distinction between proactive and reactive responses demonstrates the
varying expectations of bylaw officers in different municipalities.
Generally, officers manage the health, safety, order, and comfort of residents and visitors
by enforcing compliance with bylaws related to noise, parking, nuisance, zoning, licensing, yard
maintenance, property standards, and the use of public spaces, such as parks. To gain
compliance, officers may negotiate with the public through verbal and written communications,
mediating contentious issues and concerns between parties. Many job postings specify the
importance of liaising with other community groups or agencies to ensure compliance, including
police, fire departments, public health organizations, environmental groups, community and civic
agencies, government agencies, and members of the public. For example, a job posting from
Thunder Bay lists the following as one of the position responsibilities: “liaises with and assists
external MLEO’s (Municipal Law Enforcement Officers), Police, Fire, EMS, Thunder Bay
District Health Unit, community and civic inspection agencies, government agencies, and related
regulatory groups, as directed” (City of Thunder Bay, 2022). Bylaw enforcement is meant to be
collaborative in nature, suggesting that bylaw officers are expected to coordinate with other
groups when completing their duties whenever necessary.

51

Customer Service Orientation
Many job descriptions also discuss the significance of customer service and public
relations skills, ensuring that officers can effectively communicate with the public and maintain
relationships with other agencies. Utilizing the term ‘customer service’ to describe bylaw’s role
reinforces the idea that bylaws are in place to protect ‘productive’ and ‘consuming’ people,
rather than people who are not consumers, such as people experiencing homelessness (Kennelly,
2015). As Kennelly (2015) found in their study, people experiencing homelessness were moved
out of Vancouver for the Olympics for the benefit of tourism and consumerism, hoping to “boost
their international reputation” (p. 10) and cater to the visitors.
To demonstrate the customer service focus of bylaw, a Muskoka job posting lists the
following under experience and qualifications: “demonstrated ability to communicate effectively
with the public and a variety of other stakeholders, while maintaining composure, both verbally
and in written form – highly attuned customer service and conflict resolution skills are essential”
(District Municipality of Muskoka, 2022). Another employment posting from Waterloo notes
similar requirements, stating that exceptional verbal, interpersonal, and communication skills are
required “to deal effectively with the public in a non-confrontational manner” (City of Waterloo,
2022). Strong communication skills are an asset in this role given officers’ requirement to
manage potential conflict and confrontational situations with the public or business owners. It is
interesting to note that while most bylaw regulations focus on managing public spaces usages,
almost all bylaw job postings, descriptions, and advertisements mention skills related to
interacting with community members, as outlined above. Thus, although bylaw officers are
required to regulate public space, they are also clearly expected to manage people in the
community through their enforcement of spatial regulations.
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Discretion
Various job descriptions of bylaw enforcement reference the importance of discretion and
the ability to make independent decisions concerning bylaw infractions or non-compliance. For
example, job advertisements from Georgian Bluffs and Huntsville outline that bylaw officers
must be able to “exercise sound judgement and discretion while complying with all applicable
privacy legislation” (Town of Huntsville, 2022; see also Township of Georgian Bluffs, 2022).
Other postings note that bylaw officers should be able to work with minimal supervision, make
decisions without immediate reference to management, and determine the appropriate bylaw to
apply to situations. For example, a job posting in Muskoka requires applicants to be able to
“utilize discretion to determine the appropriate course of action when the bylaw has been
violated/non-compliance has occurred… making decisions in the field based on legislation,
policies, procedures, and past practices” (District Municipality of Muskoka, 2022). Similarly, a
Guelph posting notes that applicants must be able to “exercise discretion and work
independently” (Guelph/Eramosa Township, 2022), while a Toronto posting requires officers to
“possess good judgement and consistent and effective decision-making capabilities” and are
“able to work independently with minimal supervision” (City of Toronto, 2022).
Officers also have discretion with issuing tickets and fines related to infractions and can
instead negotiate to gain compliance if they consider it appropriate, educating the public on
bylaws relevant to their situation. For example, a job posting in Shelburne expects bylaw officers
to “issue documents including Provincial Notices, Parking Infractions, Notices of Compliance,
Fines, and Orders” (Town of Shelburne, 2022), while a Muskoka posting notes that officers are
encouraged to “educate, mediate, and negotiate with residents with respect to bylaw violations,
providing adequate opportunity and time to the residents to bring the bylaw violation into
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compliance” (District Municipality of Muskoka, 2022). Similarly, a Gravenhurst posting requires
officers to be able “to negotiate for gaining compliance to laws and mediate controversial issues
between parties” (Town of Gravenhurst, 2022). The above references demonstrate that discretion
is embedded within the nature of bylaw enforcement. Further, these postings, advertisements,
and descriptions that reference discretion illustrate the importance of bylaw officers’ ‘craft’
knowledge, relying on previous experiences and personal judgement when responding to
complaints or issuing penalties for non-compliance. Thus, officers can respond to complaints in a
variety of ways, depending on what they consider to be appropriate in each situation.
Bylaw Perceptions of their Roles and Responsibilities
While job descriptions, postings, and advertisements outline bylaw responsibilities
related to the regulation of space and interacting with members of the public with a focus on
‘customer service,’ participants in this study described their duties as both regulating public
space and governing people experiencing homelessness. Further, many participants discussed
roles that were ‘loosely coupled’ to those outlined in job descriptions, specifically duties that
required managing people experiencing homelessness, in addition to regulating the appropriate
use of spaces.
Governing People by Regulating Space
To begin, most officers described their primary duty as enforcing municipal regulations
associated with the regulation of space and public property to ensure that ‘community members’
can freely access and use these spaces. The following officers explain the importance of
enforcing bylaws in their communities,
Well, pre-COVID we would get complaints for, we’re responsible for
enforcing various bylaws in the parks, the biggest one being the parks bylaw.
And of course, in that bylaw there are provisions for, you know, you can’t
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drink in a park, you can’t have a fire in a park, you can’t put up permanent
structure, these kinds of things. (Interview 3)
Enforcement is needed, like it’s required, because my view is, my role as
someone that works for the City is to balance the community need. So, it’s not
just about the residents who have permanent housing here, it’s not just about
the big business owners, it’s about everybody. So, I do agree, that we need a
certain level of enforcement in terms of responding to these [homelessness]
complaints. (Interview 8)
The quotes above illustrate how bylaw officers understand the importance of their role in
enforcing bylaws and municipal regulations. These claims suggest that officers see their role as
primarily enforcing regulations outlined by the municipality. The second quote, although
reiterating the idea that enforcement is a core duty of bylaw officers, introduces the idea of
managing the needs of all members of the public. Bylaw officers have a duty to respond to public
complaints, ensuring that everyone can comfortably access areas within the city. However, it is
interesting to note how the officer uses the concept of ‘community’ in the second quotation.
Although this participant claims that they must balance the ‘community need’ with their own
abilities and duties, they also state that enforcement is necessary to keep that balance. The bylaw
officer recognizes that people who are homeless are residents too and are trying to balance their
needs with that of the other stakeholders they mention. But, ultimately, as the last sentence of the
quote demonstrates, officers end up prioritizing the concerns of housed citizens. This reference
reiterates the notion of customer service and the ‘public’ outlined in job descriptions,
demonstrating a distinction between who is a respected and thereby prioritized member of the
‘public’ or ‘community,’ and who is not.
While all bylaw officers in this study noted that their municipality did not have explicit,
formal bylaws for regulating or responding to homelessness, bylaws concerning the regulation of
‘public space’ were directly related to issues of homelessness. As the following officer explains,
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So, I don’t think we have anything that speaks to it [homelessness] specifically
other than sort of tangential mentions in a few different bylaws, i.e., you can’t
obstruct the street, or you can’t put up a permanent shelter in a park, or
something to that effect. (Interview 3)
Thus, while bylaws and regulations are not focused specifically on managing people, such as
people experiencing homelessness, they are focused on managing and regulating space, place,
and belongings. As the following two officers explain,
We do have a loitering bylaw which obviously prohibits you from being on the
street, it prohibits you from remaining in a certain public space, we have
regulations under parks bylaws that prohibit camping within municipal parks
or municipal property, so we have those sorts of bylaws. (Interview 2)
We deal with buskers and vendors on the street… We may encounter a
homeless person who was busking or vending on City right of way without a
permit issued by the city so we may interact with them in that regard…
because of course they are on the City’s right of way, so generally it’s going to
be on a sidewalk, for them, preferably a busy sidewalk so lots of people are
coming by. (Interview 3)
These references specifically refer to bylaws that are designed to regulate public space, setting
out rules for conduct in areas throughout the city such as parks and streets. As another participant
notes, parks bylaws set out rules for conduct in “city parks and green spaces” (Interview 1),
regulating activities such as drinking and camping. In accordance with the job descriptions, these
officers are required to protect the health, safety, and comfort of residents by ensuring
compliance with bylaws related to nuisance and the acceptable use of public spaces, especially
parks, recreational areas, and streets.
A few officers noted that people experiencing homelessness, and in particular people who
live in encampments, can pose a threat to public safety, making these bylaws necessary to ensure
public spaces are safe and accessible to all. As the following bylaw officer explains,

56

People who experience homelessness are a threat to public safety, however, in
the sense that they have a sincere impact on the community’s lawful use of
public spaces. No park should have to be closed to the whole public’s use, due
to improper use of public lands. Further, incidences of fights, fires, and other
events that cause significant community disruption are either in direct relation
to or inside of homeless encampments. For example, businesses nearby
homeless encampments have experienced significant disruption and in some
cases vandalism, perpetuated by the population of the local encampment.
(Participant 18)
For the officer above, people who experience homelessness pose a threat to public safety because
of their negative impact on public space and the disruption they cause to nearby businesses. As
such, it is bylaw’s responsibility to mitigate these threats and ensure the ‘proper’ use of public
lands. Again, it is important to highlight this officer’s use of the term ‘community.’ This
participant is clearly defining lawful use of public spaces by the ‘community.’ In turn, their
notion of community does not include people who are homeless, because the very nature of
being homeless and living in public is codified as unlawful. This is an example of the
criminalization of homelessness (Aykanian & Fogel, 2019), where people who are homeless are
Othered and excluded from the community because various orders of government use criminal
justice techniques to frame the discourses about, and responses to, homelessness. Valverde
(2022) shares the sentiment, claiming that parks should be safe and accessible to all residents,
but that people experiencing homelessness are often excluded from this designation. The
participant’s quote above illustrates a boundary between who is an acceptable member of the
community and able to use public spaces, and who is not.
As such, officers noted that using public spaces in ways that are considered unacceptable,
according to their bylaws, render these spaces unusable to other members of the public, who are
presumed to be ‘lawful’ because they are housed. As the following participant explains,
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In most encampments, the biggest threat we see to public safety is human
waste. We do find at some sites many sharps/needles not properly discarded
which also adds to public safety. Most criminal activity is items homeless
individuals have taken from someone else for personal comfort. (Participant
39)
The most common complaints bylaw receives about people experiencing homelessness and
homeless encampments are loitering, destruction of property, use of public space (i.e., camping),
sanitation (i.e., garbage, bodily waste, condoms), drug paraphernalia (i.e., syringes), crime,
weapons, vandalism, and trespassing. According to the bylaws that guide officers’ responses,
officers are obligated to enforce these issues to manage and regulate the use of public space, but
as this research reveals, regulating space in this way always and already requires regulating
people who are attached to these objects and locations, or what Blomley et al. (2020) call “thingperson-space composites” (p. 174).
The ideas captured by Participant 39 highlight how people who are homeless are
characterized by their ‘waste’ rather than their status as human rights holders who do not have
access to housing in a way that would minimize, mitigate, or invisibilize that waste (Farha &
Schwan, 2020). As this participant mentions, the possessions people experiencing homelessness
acquire that are often characterized as ‘waste’ are actually items used for personal comfort or, in
fact, survival, such as items to keep warm or dry. Housed people have weekly garbage pick-ups
and basements, garages, and storage units to put their belongings. Conversely, people who are
unhoused and living their lives in public have their visible belongings transformed into waste and
are separated, both ideologically and physically, from their owner and their context as homeless.
As Blomley et al. (2020) argue, and this research corroborates, we must “…consider how the
regulation of people’s belongings intersects with the regulation of their physical presence in the
precarious spaces they are forced into. As individuals carry things and depend on those things for
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their survival, exclusionary rules that apply to their belongings will directly impact their own
ability to occupy certain spaces” (p. 169, see also Dozier, 2019).
Governing People Through ‘Loose Coupling’
While the bylaws dictate that people cannot camp or loiter in public spaces, the
guidelines provided to officers on how to enforce the bylaws are not clear. In fact, as I discuss in
detail below, there is much discrepancy among the participants on how they are expected to
respond when faced with homeless encampments on public land. The following quotes
demonstrate the lack of guidance and standardization experienced by bylaw officers,
Any items they [people experiencing homelessness] may have that are on City
property, we take those. And when we take those, we also let the person know
we must have these things removed. We don’t throw them out, we realize this
is the person’s belongings, it’s important to them. So, we also give them
instructions, like listen, this is where we’re going to be, go with this person, get
some help, and we will hold your items for you for x amount of time. And
we’ll try to give it back to you, there’s no charge or fee. (Interview 5)
And the other thing they’re [people experiencing homelessness] saying is that
in other areas, basically somebody’s coming in and throwing all of their stuff
right into a garbage bin and saying you got to go. Here, I’m giving you seven
days to pack up and anything you leave behind, we’re going to toss in the
garbage. (Interview 6)
The quotes above illustrate the differential treatment and enforcement of bylaws according to
both municipal directives and individual responses. Some bylaw officers issue notices of
trespass, instructing people experiencing homelessness to remove their encampment within a
specific number of days. These officers do not deal with the “physical removal of possessions”
(Interview 4), and instead instruct people experiencing homelessness to move along within a
certain number of days to avoid physical removal. That said, if not removed by then, police or
demolition crews would come to physically dismantle and remove the encampments. It is
important to note that housed people are given a minimum of thirty days to move when provided
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an eviction notice. Seven days is not a long time to pack up your belongings when people
experiencing homelessness may not have anything to pack their belongings in, while also
figuring out where to go so they will not get moved along right away again, attempting to stay
with their social network, and the physical challenges of moving, especially for people with a
disability.
Other officers discuss physically removing possessions and belongings as a method to
‘move people along.’ As Participant 9 claims, “they know they’re going to be moved along, so
often they’re just prepared to pack their stuff up and you know, go wherever they’re going to go
next.” The first quoted officer also notes this idea of removing belongings to ‘move people
along,’ as he acknowledges that throwing away people’s possessions is not an efficient way to
resolve encampment complaints. Instead, this officer describes a process where officers take and
hold encampment residents’ possessions, giving them instructions on how to retrieve their items,
acknowledging that these belongings are important. The stipulation that the encampment resident
must ‘get some help’ before retrieving their possessions demonstrates that this bylaw officer
realizes the exceptional challenges many people have trying to reclaim their belongings,
including geographic, logistical, and bureaucratic barriers. These difficulties effectively equate
the removal of their belongings with their destruction, which has long-term negative
repercussions on people who are homeless (Herring, 2019).
The outlined examples demonstrate how bylaw regulations focus on the management of
public space, but such management requires the regulation and control of people and, ultimately
the visibility of people experiencing homelessness. These duties illustrate the involved role that
bylaw enforcement officers have in the regulation of public space. Yet, as established in the
comments above, the bylaws that focus on the regulation of space ultimately require the
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management, displacement, and enforcement of people – specifically people experiencing
homelessness and residing in local encampments. The disconnect between outlined roles,
responsibilities, and bylaws related to public space and duties that require managing people
constitute a form of loose coupling (Meyer & Rowan, 1977) where bylaw officers rely on their
experiential knowledge when responding to homelessness complaints.
This loose coupling between bylaws that focus on the regulation of place, space, and
belongings and duties that essentially involve the management of people situate officers in a
regulatory ‘grey zone’ (Tanner & Meyer, 2015), where there is a disconnect between formal
policies and work obligations, or where there are no explicit guidelines provided to employees.
As a result, officers manoeuvre difficulties in the field based on their own personal experiences
and discretion. This grey zone, due to a lack of policies and loose coupling, places an increased
importance on officers’ experiential knowledge and discretion when addressing complaints,
resulting in differential responses (Roberts, 2004; Tanner & Meyer, 2015; Weick, 1976). While
officers are required to regulate public space usage, they are fundamentally managing who uses
these spaces and how, having to remove people who are not ‘properly’ using these areas and
thereby obstructing other ‘community’ members from doing so.
Training and the Prioritization of Experiential Knowledge
While bylaw enforcement officers are often required to manage public space, embedded
within these bylaws is the regulation and governance of people, which requires interactions and
thus interpersonal skills. To understand bylaw enforcement responses to homelessness, one
avenue I pursued was to focus on training, and whether organizations provided officers with
formalized training courses specifically related to homelessness. In the survey, 88% of
participants reported having no training related to homelessness or homeless encampments.
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Similarly, in the interviews, participants claimed that they received “very little in the way of
training” (Interview 3), and “very low, if any, formalized training” (Interview 1) for working
with people experiencing homelessness and homeless encampments. As the following bylaw
officer explains,
There’s not much in terms of training, I think it’s really just life experience
because that’s one of the things about bylaw enforcement is it’s the one
enforcement body where there is no set provincially mandated training like
there is for security guards or policing, who have yearly qualifications. But,
where bylaw is concerned, municipalities have the ability to hire who they
want, they can make parameters, there’s some optional training but there’s no
yearly requalification that’s mandated provincially, there’s no provincial exam,
it’s really left up to each individual municipality. (Interview 9)
Unlike other enforcement agents, such as private security and police, there are no standardized
and/or provincially regulated mandates and training requirements for bylaw enforcement.
Instead, municipalities can hire whoever they want and create their own ‘parameters’ around
core competencies and training procedures. Although discretion is built into bylaw officer’s
mandates, the lack of standardized mandates and practices has left officers to rely even more on
‘life experience,’ or experiential knowledge when responding to homelessness complaints.
Further, Interviewee 3 claims that officers have “different backgrounds, different ages, different
personalities, and different life experiences,” which, when combined with a lack of standardized
training, leads to varied responses to homelessness from “one officer to the next.” This claim
reinforces the fact that there is considerable variability in how bylaw officers manage
homelessness complaints, as they are expected to rely heavily on their experiential knowledge
and discretion, rather than formal training.
While all participants discussed the lack of mandated training and competencies, 73% of
survey respondents and a few interview participants noted that training would be beneficial
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because of the fluctuating and complex nature of homelessness and their duties regarding this
population. As one Director of bylaw explained, “our officers crave training, love training, and
will do anything to have more training, so I do think for them, just in terms of their confidence
and their ability to deal with it” (Interview 9). Some officers regard education as an “asset”
(Participant 26), especially because, “there are so many different situations that officers are faced
with, especially mental health, and we are unsure how to handle them” (Participant 45).
Numerous officers reported receiving training in other areas, such as in de-escalation,
conflict resolution, mental health, first aid, and self-defence. While the training is not specific to
homelessness, some officers received training for “dealing with people who are in crisis”
(Interview 6). Another participant claimed that homelessness is a component of other training
courses, such as those related to concurrent disorders, substance use, and assessment techniques
(Interview 2). For some officers, such as Participant 43, receiving “training in mental health first
aid and crisis de-escalation, verbal techniques…has been invaluable for this role.” Others, such
as Interview 4, perceived their training as being more about institutional risk management than
frontline response. As he explains,
Truthfully, a lot of the City’s training is more of a cover your ass kind of thing.
Respectfully, there’s only so much time and resources available. (Interview 4)
Bylaw officers have training courses that are not directly related to homelessness or homeless
encampments, but some of these training courses do overlap with the complex circumstances of
homelessness, such as mental illness and substance use (Belcher & DeForge, 2012; Chapleau,
2012; Johnstone et al., 2015; Piat et al., 2015). Other participants regard training to be about
institutional risk management, such as the quoted officer above.
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While some participants highlighted a desire for further training, one officer mentioned
that training may not be equally beneficial for everyone, depending on occupational and personal
experiences. He claims,
I mean, there’s always the idea of training. Would training help? I mean,
depends. I guess it depends on the officer. Certain officers it may be assistive
to, others I think who have been around a while who are more familiar, maybe
not. I think the training would definitely be beneficial to newer individuals,
especially for people who are not comfortable with that population in the sense
that they’ve never… give you an example. If you come out of an undergrad
Criminology program, you walk right into your first law enforcement job, and
you grew up in an upper-middle class environment, there’s a lot of stuff going
on… it’s not what you’re used to. (Interview 2)
The quote above draws attention to the importance bylaw officers place on experiential
knowledge, suggesting that training would be less beneficial to officers with more experience in
the field. Rather, training might be more assistive for recently hired officers. As another officer
candidly explains, “[n]o type of training is as beneficial as first-hand interactions with homeless
people” (Participant 16). Many participants emphasized and valued personal experience and
emotional intelligence over standardized training, which “has unobtainable social goals, [and] is
not realistic when dealing with homeless or encampment situations” (Participant 1).
Another officer explains that responses to homelessness and homeless encampments are
“common sense” (Interview 4), making formalized training courses unnecessary. As one bylaw
officer explains,
Most, if not all, bylaw officers in my department have had a range of
experience dealing with a variety of people in the municipality, from the
wealthiest business owners to those experiencing homelessness and those with
mental illness. Mandatory training for this type of thing, is just a waste of time.
Officers know how to exhibit empathy and are not in the same position as
police officers are when dealing with persons experiencing homelessness.
(Participant 18)
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For the participant above, standardized training for dealing with people experiencing
homelessness was perceived to be “a waste of time,” prioritizing personal experiences and
interpersonal skills, such as empathy, instead. Although this participant claims that officers
“know how to exhibit empathy,” it is important to note that literature on policing and
homelessness says otherwise, citing many examples of discriminatory and harmful enforcement
responses to homelessness (Chesnay et al., 2013; Kauppi & Pallard, 2016; O’Grady et al., 2013).
This officer characterizes the role he plays as distinct from that of police, although as we explore
throughout this study, bylaw officers take on much of the law enforcement role when it comes to
managing homelessness. Overall, whether explicit or indirect, many participants across the
survey and interviews referenced the importance of relying on ‘experiential knowledge’ when
interacting with, or responding to, homelessness complaints, rather than depending on nonexistent, formalized training. Although some participants welcomed the idea of training, they
still had to rely on their personal experiences and discretion to guide their responses due to a lack
of formal training related to homelessness.
Informal Policies Based on Officer Safety, Risk Management, and Discretion
In addition to a lack of training, participants reported a dearth of formal policies, standard
operating procedures, and guidelines related to managing and/or responding to homelessness in
their communities. As the following officer explains,
So, bylaw, no. Policy, no. Policy and bylaw are two strong words when it
comes to government. So, for something to become a bylaw or policy it must
go up the ladder all the way to council. Do we have standard operating
procedures on how we deal with things? Do we have a safe work procedure?
Yes. But do we have an official policy or bylaw? No. (Interview 6)
While there are no official bylaws or policies that inform responses to homelessness, potentially
due to bureaucratic hurdles, bylaw officers have developed their own informal ‘safe work
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procedure.’ For the above participant, this included a procedure involving safety, risk
management, and discretion. The increasing visibility of, and calls related to homelessness, has
led other municipalities to develop their own informal policies. As one participant explained,
Just with the increase, like, when we have regular team meetings, just
interacting with the staff that are out there and dealing with these types of calls,
they’re saying “listen we’re dealing with this more and more.” There is a
safety aspect with our staff dealing with some of these marginalized people,
whether it be mental health or antisocial behaviour type of thing, they’re
actually asking for it [policies]. So, that sort of triggered the need for it because
they wanted clear guidelines on what to do. What we found was some of the
staff were just sort of going on the fly type of thing, trying their best to mediate
a situation, so they wanted clear direction and guidance on how to properly
deal with homeless individuals. (Interview 5)
Bylaw officers in this municipality expressed a strong desire for guidelines and procedures for
responding to homelessness due to the influx of complaints about, and interactions with, people
experiencing homelessness. Rather than relying on their discretion, in this situation, some
officers wanted enhanced procedures on how to respond to homelessness complaints. This
officer also briefly mentions safety concerns, and how clearer guidelines could help to mitigate
officers’ worries related to personal safety when responding to homelessness complaints. It is
important to note that this officer demonstrates that prior to creating this procedure, officers did
not have any formalized policies related to homeless management. As such, officers were forced
to make sense of roles in situations of uncertainty or confusion (Chan, 2007) by relying on their
personal experiences and discretion to respond. Officers only asked for enhanced guidelines and
policies after experiencing discomfort and doubt when responding to homeless complaints,
which they may not experience when responding to complaints involving housed members of the
community.
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While no officers detailed explicit, formal policies related to homelessness and homeless
encampments, a few officers mentioned informal protocols that guide their responses to
homelessness complaints. These protocols outlined various measures and timelines when
responding to complaints. A few officers detailed their safe work procedure as follows,
If we get a call, usually we try to get out within 24 hours of the phone call. We
do not investigate homeless encampments until it’s a half an hour after sunrise
until the latest, half an hour before sunset, because we don’t know how long
the interaction might take. But there’s also the fact that sometimes we’re not
walking on clear-cut trails and paths. So, it’s always inside that timeframe. We
must go in pairs so there’s always me, and I’d usually bring one of the security
staff that are working that day with me. We will not enter a person’s “home”
even if they invite us into their home, we will not enter their home. We will
ask to see in, so if they’re living in a tent or they’ve made a shelter, I will ask
permission to look inside because basically what we’re looking for is anything
that could harm people, sharps, needles, weapons, what we call at the City, we
call them items of concern. At that point, I basically am authorized to give up
to seven days to an individual to vacate where they’re living. If we go out and
the person is polite to us, courteous to us, they’re not standoffish, there’s no
items of concern, we will give them up to seven days to pack up all of their
belongings and move on. If the person is very standoffish, aggressive, if they
have items of concern, that number can come down to the point where in some
cases it might be immediate. (Interview 6)
There are several important insights shared in the quote above. First, the focus on officer safety
(i.e., “bring one of the security staff”) and risk management (i.e., following a specific timeframe)
were common features of informal procedures discussed by participants. As another participant
explained, guidelines focus on specific “response times” and “how to approach” encampments,
which is “always two people … [unless] you don’t know what’s in there, you should be waiting
for police to attend with you” (Interview 1). In this way, the informal protocols focus on officer
safety, involving law enforcement agents with more authority and capabilities (i.e., security staff
and police), and risk management.
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Second, enforcement is based on the discretion of the bylaw officer. People experiencing
homelessness who are “polite” and show deference to the officer are provided the full length of
time, in this case seven days, to pack up their belongings and ‘move along.’ For people who do
not meet these criteria, however, the outcome can be quite different, involving “immediate
removals” (Interview 6) from the site. In this way, the protocol provides guidance to bylaw
officers while prioritizing the experiential knowledge and discretion of the officer. That said, this
informal protocol permits officers to weaponize the law because of subjective perceptions of
attitudes, such as aggression or other negative emotional responses. People who are homeless,
especially Indigenous and racialized people, often have a history of negative interactions with
law enforcement (Kauppi & Pallard, 2016). These previous interactions provide important
context as to why some people experiencing homelessness may react negatively around bylaw
officers. Many of the response protocols, such as those described above, focus on enforcement
and regulation. As one bylaw officer explains, there is “no tolerance for camping or settling. 2472 hours to collect possessions and vacate (depending on weather, occupancy or mitigating
factors). If City property, municipal staff will prioritize removal of remnants to discourage
intensification” (Participant 6).
While some response protocols focused solely on officer safety and enforcement, others
work to facilitate collaboration and support with homeless-serving agencies. As the following
participants explain,
We will go out and engage an individual and say, “hey, these are the rules, you
can’t be here.” But we want to offer them an alternative in terms of shelter, or
maybe they need some resources, or just find out their situation. And that’s
what we try to do, bring the subject matter experts from the region, and have
their staff engage individuals working towards a solution… So, we just want to
bring those options to them and try to get them into somewhere where they can
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get some help or at least have a place to sleep for the night and a meal or
whatever it may be. (Interview 5)
Attempts are made in conjunction with local support workers and alternative
shelter options 48 hours before officers attend for evictions. It’s had some
success… again, not everyone is so willing to accept any help (mental
health/substance abuse issues etc.). (Participant 1)
We have a protocol in place that starts with bylaw educating, then street
outreach provides supports, if declined we move to enforcing trespassing. If
still non-compliance we forward to police. (Participant 36)
The quotes above demonstrate a tiered response to encampments. Instead of simply removing
individuals and their structures at the outset, these protocols have bylaw officers act as boundary
workers with people experiencing homelessness. They first work with the municipality to let
them know about the existence of the encampment. Then, officers work with the encampment
residents to educate them on the resources and supports available, connecting them with street
outreach or other homeless-serving agencies. If these steps are unsuccessful, bylaw officers
conduct the encampment removal, potentially contacting the police for support. It is important to
note that even if these steps are ‘successful’ and people experiencing homelessness are offered
support, if they do not move along from their encampment, it is likely that they would be evicted
from these spaces anyway. These protocols also assume that there is enough support and shelter
spaces available, while this is not always the case (see Victoria v. Adams, 2009).
Overall, the survey data and interviews reveal the varied and differential approaches
bylaw officers use to respond to homelessness and homeless encampments. The lack of
standardized training and formal policies places an increased importance and reliance on
officers’ experiential knowledge and discretion, which results in differential responses to
homelessness, such as moving people along, ticketing, dismantling encampments, issuing notice
of removals of encampments within specific timeframes, providing education, and for a smaller
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number of officers, offering supports. The variation in responses demonstrates how officers
make sense of their experiences differently, impacting their ability to develop a ‘shared
interpretation’ of their organizational mandates (DeMichele, 2014; Manning, 1997). The reliance
on discretion, whether due to a lack of organizational mandates or having discretion built into
informal policies, implies that discretion would be present throughout official policies related to
homeless management if implemented.
Conclusion
Bylaw officers are responsible for enforcing bylaws that regulate and govern the use of
public space and place. These bylaws are framed around concerns of ‘appropriate’ land use to
ensure all members of the community can safely use public spaces. Yet, as I illustrate throughout
this chapter, enforcing these bylaws necessarily involves the regulation and enforcement of
people. Specifically, bylaw officers regulate people experiencing homelessness, who are
perceived (1) to be using ‘public’ space inappropriately and in ways that create concern for the
safety and security of others, and (2) are not part of the community to which they belong. While
bylaw descriptions reference ‘customer service’ relations and public engagement, bylaw officers
feel uncomfortable managing people experiencing homelessness, as they are not perceived to be
members of the community. In this way, the bylaws, as well as the guidelines and protocols
created to enforce them, are ‘loosely coupled’ (Meyer & Rowan, 1977) with the realities facing
bylaw officers on the ground. As described above, protocols and guidelines created to respond to
encampments focused on managing public space, as well as officer safety and risk management,
with little guidance or provision on working with the people who are using the public space.
Since bylaws including land-use and zoning regulate spaces and uses, rather than peoples’ rights,

70

it is difficult for bylaw officers to implement meaningful solutions to homelessness (Ranasinghe
& Valverde, 2006).
Further, due to a lack of training and formal policies related to homelessness, officers rely
heavily on their experiential knowledge and discretion when addressing complaints.
Communities are prioritizing homeless management due to an increase in visible homelessness
and encampments. However, bylaw agencies have yet to create formalized policies to guide
bylaw officers in their interactions and responses, perhaps to avoid condemnation if the
implemented policies do not adhere to human rights laws, or due to the bureaucratic barriers
involved in policy creation. As such, offices are situated in a ‘grey zone’ (Tanner & Meyer,
2015), having to manage homeless complaints without formal training or policies. Officers are
thereby left to determine the most effective ways to respond to homelessness complaints on their
own, relying on their discretion and previous experiences and knowledge. As a result, each
officer understands these situations differently, creating a subjective reality based on their
personal experiences. Officers must then rely on their previous experiences to inform their
responses to complaints, depending on knowledge, skills, and judgement gained in the field
(Willis & Mastrofski, 2017).
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Chapter 5: The Invisibilization of Homelessness
Introduction
This chapter focuses on how bylaw officers manage homelessness by rendering people
invisible as a response to public complaints. Officers accomplish this goal by moving people
along, thereby making homelessness less visible for certain, prioritized community members.
Rather than focusing on eliminating visible homelessness, either by providing support for
housing or alternatively increasing punitiveness to deter people from existing in public space,
bylaw officers rely on moving people along because it is the most effective and easiest way to
make homelessness invisible in their jurisdiction, given the tools and authority afforded to them.
Finally, I discuss that even if bylaw’s role is altered to focus more on policing or acting as a
‘bridge’ to service providers, bylaw’s role cannot fundamentally change because they are a law
enforcement agency, which inevitably shapes their interactions with people who are unhoused.
I draw on Herring’s (2019, 2020) theoretical concepts of the ‘crisis of complaints,’
‘pervasive penality,’ and ‘burden shuffling’ to make sense of the way bylaw officers describe
their role in managing complaints about visible homelessness in their communities. As discussed
in chapter two, the ‘crisis of complaints’ highlights how the interactions between police and
people experiencing homelessness are largely initiated through public, business, or agency
complaints, denoting the reactive nature of bylaw (Herring, 2019). The high number of
complaints generates a ‘crisis,’ making the policing of poverty a product of third-party
complaints. Homelessness, as Gerrard and Farrugia (2015) argue, is considered a ‘lamentable
sight’ that generates complaints because homelessness is perceived as a disturbance to other’s
enjoyment of a ‘normal’ life. I also use the concept ‘burden shuffling’ to explain how officers
rely on displacing people experiencing homelessness spatially, temporally, and bureaucratically
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to resolve homelessness complaints (Herring, 2019). On this note, I apply the term ‘recovery
management’ (Stuart, 2014) to explain how officers seek to modify the behaviour of people who
are homeless within public spaces by curtailing opportunities for improper conduct and
encouraging people into social services as a solution to the visibility ‘problem.’ Finally, I employ
the concept of ‘pervasive penality,’ which refers to a punitive process of policing through move
along orders, citations, and threats of arrest (Herring, 2019; Herring et al., 2020). Although these
responses fall short of arrest, pervasive penality captures the scope, depth, and impact of
regularly using punitive techniques on marginalized groups.
Managing Visible Homelessness
Many bylaw officers in this study reported receiving a multitude of complaints from third
parties, such as citizens, businesses, and city agencies, which initiate their responses to
homelessness in the community. Most of these complaints focused on the visibility of
homelessness. Further, bylaw officers reported that during COVID-19, complaints about visible
homelessness in the community rose, increasing their involvement with regulating and managing
people who are homeless.
A Crisis of Complaints
All interview participants discussed how they receive an overwhelming number of
complaints from the public about homelessness. Similar to Herring’s (2019) study, complaints
originate in the form of calls from the public to bylaw or 311, calls to 911 that are directed to
bylaw, or through a portal on the municipal website. While most of the complaints originate
from the public, some complaints are from parks staff, who work on trails and in public parks,
reporting homelessness concerns to the agency. These complaints “mobilize anti-homeless laws”
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(Herring, 2019, p. 780) about public space, initiating responses from bylaw officers to manage
how spaces are used and by whom. As the following officer explains,
We’re strictly complaint driven. These types of concerns come to us from
either the public saying you know what, I have a complaint, or I was working
in the park type thing, and that sort of guides us there. From a staffing and
resources standpoint, we don’t do anything proactive because we don’t have
the staff for it. We’re not out there looking for this specifically, we’re
complaint driven, 1. from the public and 2. from our parks staff. So, these are
the staff that are out there maintaining our trail system, monitoring certain
areas, grass cutting, and that’s the second conduit that drives us towards these
things. (Interview 5)
As illustrated above, bylaw officers rely on complaints to initiate their responses to homelessness
as they “don’t have the staff” to be proactive. The officer above insinuates that if resources were
not so scarce, officers would manage homelessness proactively. It is important to note that if
officers did manage homelessness proactively, they would have to rely heavily on their
discretion. The over-reliance on discretion could result in the continuation and intensification of
discriminatory responses to homelessness, such as social profiling, especially among Indigenous
and racialized people, targeting people who are unhoused (Chesnay et al., 2013; Kauppi &
Pallard, 2016; O’Grady et al., 2013).
Conversely, other participants noted that they do not want to be proactive with
homelessness in their community, with one participant stating, “we’re not proactive with
homeless issues. No one wants to do that” (Interview 4). Thus, there is a clear difference in how
some officers perceive their role as it relates to managing homelessness and how their activities
should be initiated. Another officer stated, “I do think that we honestly can’t keep up with our
complaints, so it would be really hard to be proactive anyway” (Interview 9). In this reference,
the participant is concerned about supply and demand. However, if there were more officers,
there would still be a large number of complaints about homelessness to manage. That being
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said, even if the complaints were not submitted to bylaw, that does not necessarily mean that
bylaw, or other law enforcement groups, would stop regulating homelessness in the community.
Although officers’ narratives largely place the onus on the community members for complaining
and initiating their responses to homelessness, other participants claim they would respond
proactively if they could, suggesting that the complaint itself is not necessarily the driver to
bylaw’s response.
Visible Homelessness
The majority of complaints bylaw officers described receiving revolved around the
visibility of homelessness in their community. The following participant explained,
October is my busiest time of the year because all the leaves start coming off
the trees and people using the trails and parks, they now see the tarps and tents.
So that’s when they start calling. (Interview 6)
The above reference illustrates how public complaints focus on the visibility of homelessness
and encampments in their community, rather than any kind of disruption, crime, or sense of
unsafety. In this officer’s experience, complaints increase in October due to the trees ‘thinning
out,’ thus increasing the visibility of encampments that were once hidden in the bushes. Since
people can now see the structures clearly, they are submitting complaints to have them
dismantled or removed. A few participants reiterate the notion that the visibility of homelessness
generates complaints, as complainants “don’t want to look at these people” or homelessness
more generally (Interview 1). As a result, complainants expect bylaw officers to render
homelessness invisible rather than demand that the city and other orders of government address
the core issues around homelessness in a substantive way. This finding reflects Gerrard and
Farrugia’s (2015) research on the ‘lamentable sight’ of homelessness. Visible homelessness is
viewed by many as a “disturbance to ‘normal’ everyday life” (Gerrard & Farrugia, 2015, p.
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2223). As such, even if people experiencing homelessness are “simply existing” (Interview 9),
complainants submit grievances because they do not want to see homelessness in their
community and come face to face with the social realities that have created and maintained
homelessness. As Gerrard and Farrugia (2015) claim, people experiencing homelessness are
viewed as the Other, being a visual and bodily marker of “social failure, dysfunctionality, and
unproductivity” (p. 2224), resulting in complaints that focus on their removal from public spaces.
Further, a few officers explained how the public is becoming less tolerant of
homelessness in their communities, relying on enforcement to manage people who are unhoused
and loitering in public areas. Participants noted that these complaints are often rooted in
stereotypes about people experiencing homelessness. As the following participant explains,
A barrier that as a municipality we face is that the public isn’t always as
supportive of those experiencing homelessness… One of the bigger barriers for
our staff to be honest. You wouldn’t believe the conversations I’ve had, the
sense of entitlement, the privilege, the “why should I have to walk on a trail
and look at somebody, I pay taxes, if I was doing it, you’d pack me up and
move me.” And I’m like no we wouldn’t, like I don’t understand where you
get this notion. (Interview 9)
The quote above demonstrates how complainants hold the expectation that they should not have
to see homelessness when using public areas, echoing the idea that the sight and scene of
homelessness appear as “stains and blights on city space” (Gerrard & Farrugia, 2015, p. 2221).
As Gerrard and Farrugia (2015) claim, bearing witness to homelessness challenges people’s
normative assumptions around the rules of public engagement. In other words, members of the
public expect people to use community spaces, such as trails and parks, according to social
norms. When people who are homeless use these spaces differently, community members feel
entitled to submit a complaint, as the norms have been violated. This shows how people
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experiencing homelessness are perceived as “public enemies” that cannot be tolerated and must
be “sanitized” from public space by law enforcement agents (Chesnay et al., 2013, p. 4).
It is also interesting to note how the officer describes conversations they have had with
housed residents where the complainant assumes that people experiencing homelessness can ‘get
away’ with committing actions that housed people cannot. However, in reality, people who are
homeless are criminalized for minor infractions that housed people are routinely not punished
for. For example, in Sylvestre’s (2010) study, officers understood ‘policing disorder’ as
controlling people experiencing homelessness or behaviours associated with street life. Police
did not focus on disorderly conduct by housed people, such as bar fights, noise, public
intoxication, and neighbourhood conflicts, because they were not considered a priority when
addressing antisocial behaviour. Police instead focused on “squeegees, beggars stopping cars,
and homeless people” (Sylvestre, 2010, p. 812), who constituted a type of ‘disorder’ that is
inseparable from their status as homeless. Thus, although housed people were engaging in
disorderly behaviours, such as public intoxication, their conduct was often ignored because
officers were focusing on people experiencing homelessness and their ‘disorderly’ behaviours.
This concentration resulted in more tickets issued to people experiencing homelessness, even
though housed people also engage in disorderly behaviours that would warrant citations.
A final important takeaway of this theme is the idea of membership in the community. In
relaying public complaints, this officer demonstrates how complainants exclude people
experiencing homelessness as members of the community. Another participant reiterated this
notion, claiming that homeless encampments cause significant community disruption and loss of
quality of life “for the taxpaying residents of the city” (Participant 18). These stipulations
thereby assume that paying taxes is synonymous with community citizenship and acts as a
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justification tool for excluding people experiencing homelessness from the community. Members
of the public would likely not submit a complaint about seeing other ‘community members’
using the trails, which implies that these complaints are rooted in stereotypes and assumptions
about who ‘deserves’ to use public spaces (Katz, 2013). As such, complainants expect people
experiencing homelessness to be removed from public spaces, so taxpaying residents can freely
access these spaces.
The Impact of COVID-19
In terms of complaints, 56% of participants claimed that grievances about homelessness
and encampments have increased, while 36% of participants noted that complaints have
remained level during the COVID-19 pandemic. The same experience was reiterated in the
interviews, with the following participant claiming,
Since the pandemic started it’s been an insane uptake [in complaints]. But I
think its lowering now, but not because the problem is solved, I just think
people aren’t calling 311 about it, or it’s just going straight to a social service.
(Interview 4)
While we might expect complaints about visible homelessness in public spaces to decrease since
many people were isolating and staying home during the early phases of COVID-19 and thereby
not occupying these spaces, in fact, complaints increased drastically in some communities. There
is little evidence that the increase in complaints was due to people experiencing homelessness
causing problems or engaging in criminal activities; rather, it is likely that their increased
visibility drove the rise in calls (Roebuck et al., forthcoming). Because downtown areas were
deserted due to business closures and the fear of COVID-19 infection, people experiencing
homelessness were the only visible people in these urban spaces.
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Another officer provided an explanation as to why homeless complaints have increased
during COVID-19, similarly revolving around the notion of visibility. He claims,
People are sitting at home with nothing else to do other than look out the
window and they go “wait a second, who’s that camping back there?” Or they
go bike riding now… [s]o, it put a lot more people on these trails and these
parks and we definitely saw a lot more people going to these areas, and I think
that did generate more complaints, because there’s just more people out there
to see it. (Interview 2)
In this explanation, it is evident that complaints have increased during COVID-19 due to the
visibility of homelessness and the fact that people were spending more time outside because of
pandemic business closures, making people experiencing homelessness more visible in both
urban streets and remote areas. Thus, even though housed people were the ones changing their
behaviour and public space usage, such as going to parks and avoiding the urban core, people
experiencing homelessness were receiving additional public complaints because housed people
were seeing them more frequently. As aforementioned, using public spaces for living violates the
social norms and rules of public engagement (Gerrard & Farrugia, 2015). People using these
spaces ‘appropriately’ then submit complaints, as people experiencing homelessness are
considered outside the normatively and aesthetically defined identities that are “legitimate in
public space” (Gerrard & Farrugia, 2015, p. 2229). The increasing complaints about
homelessness during COVID-19 creates pervasive penality due to the hyper-focus on the
visibility of homelessness, rather than the conditions that people are suffering.
In addition to complaining about the visibility of homelessness in the community, bylaw
officers discussed how complainants weaponized social distancing guidelines against people
experiencing homelessness. As the following participant claims,
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Most of them [complaints] have just been homeless people not social
distancing. That’s a way complainants will try and get the homeless people out
of a park, I noticed, since COVID they’ve been calling and saying, “oh there’s
people not social distancing” and then you call the complainant, and you find
out it’s someone in a tent. They make it into a bylaw complaint for us to
address it. (Interview 4)
Thus, it is clear that the increased complaints about homelessness during COVID-19 were not a
result of people experiencing homelessness acting unusually. Instead, people experiencing
homelessness were using public spaces in ways that did not align with provincial health
regulations, such as social distancing. Nor could people experiencing homelessness follow the
guidelines to ‘stay at home’ given that they had no home to isolate in, while at the same time
services were significantly reduced or closed altogether, and shelter spaces were decreased to
maintain social distancing (Richard et al., 2021; Roebuck et al., forthcoming). Not only was
trying to survive the pandemic without a home or access to sanitation facilities and personal
protective equipment exceptionally difficult for people who are homeless, but some
complainants weaponized these social distancing guidelines against them, constituting a form of
pervasive penality. This being said, complaints increased during this time because homelessness
was more visible, and housed people were encroaching on their spaces.
A few officers also discussed fears of personal safety and decreased tolerance for people
experiencing homelessness due to COVID-19. The following officers claim,
Ever since COVID the public seems to be a bit more on red alert. More distant
and disassociated with people, and that’s just natural from isolation and all the
rules, people are fed up with everything. People are a bit less tolerant with
homeless people and just trying to like, “oh, get this person out of the park, do
something, he’s not allowed to have a tent in the park, he’s doing drugs, do
something.” (Interview 4)
I would say the people that call in are concerned because – “I’m taking my
child to the park,” or “we walk this trail all the time and now there’s homeless
people I’m afraid we’re going to get COVID from them.” I would say the
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people that call in and bring to our attention that there’s a site, are concerned
about catching COVID from a homeless person. (Interview 6)
The above quotes demonstrate an increased intolerance for homelessness in the community as a
result of COVID-19. People are thereby submitting more complaints to bylaw to “do something”
about visible homelessness. In the second quote, there is evidence of the stereotype that people
experiencing homelessness pose a greater risk of virus transmission and illness to the public.
Although people experiencing homelessness are more likely to suffer ill effects of COVID-19
due to heightened exposure, malnutrition, living in congregate settings, the inability to physically
distance, and the lack of access to basic sanitation and healthcare resources (Banerjee &
Bhattacharya, 2021; Nichols & Mays, 2021; Public Health Ontario, 2021; Richard et al., 2021),
there is no evidence that people who are homeless are a major spreader of COVID-19. This
incorrect assumption echoes previous claims that people living in poverty have been
characterized as public health concerns or vectors for disease, based on stereotypes that people
experiencing homelessness are unsanitary or ‘dirty’ (Badiaga et al., 2008; Gerrard & Farrugia,
2015). Thus, complainants fear that they will get COVID-19 from a person experiencing
homelessness, generating more complaints about their use of public space, and perpetuating
myths about homelessness.
Moving People Along… To Where?
As demonstrated above, bylaw officers receive a multitude of complaints about
homelessness, which the COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated. To manage these complaints,
bylaw officers rely on moving people along as their primary response, due to minimal
enforcement abilities. This type of spatial burden shuffling, or simply moving people
experiencing homelessness around the community, results in a form pervasive penality. These
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constant move along orders become inescapable for people experiencing homelessness, putting
them at heightened risk of victimization and personal harm (Herring, 2019; Herring et al., 2020).
Lack of Enforcement Ability
Numerous officers discussed how they are limited in their responses to homelessness
complaints due to a lack of enforcement ability and as such, rely on moving people along to
manage most complaints. As the following participant claims,
And those are the challenging situations, not because I really wanted to move
the shopping cart, but because the public doesn’t understand why a bylaw
officer can’t force the issue and you’re balancing this public perception that
wearing a funny outfit with a vest and everything else, but we’re not the police
and as soon as we get told no, and I force the issue, now I’m escalating the
situation to a point where Dave’s going to punch me in the nose or whatever
the case is. And those are the challenging situations where, once you get told
no, it’s a real hard fight after that to convince them why they ought to listen to
you, short of now calling the police in just to get a guy to move his shopping
cart. (Interview 2)
In the above quotation, the officer makes numerous references to the lack of enforcement ability
bylaw officers have when addressing complaints. First, the participant explains how he is unable
to force an issue once declined. If he were to escalate the situation, he risks personal injury or
potential condemnation from his colleagues. He also claims that his level of authority is different
from the police, which another participant echoes, noting “we have a lot less law enforcement
authority than the special constables, security, or police” (Interview 4), as these agents can
enforce legislation such as the Trespass to Property Act (Montgomery & Griffiths, 2016; Ontario
Special Constable Association, 2020). Further, this officer insinuates that much of his role is
compliance-based, as he must “convince” the person experiencing homelessness to listen to him,
an issue noted by other participants. If the person who is homeless does not comply, the next
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option is police involvement to manage, what are in some cases, minor situations, such as
loitering or public resting.
Similarly, another participant explains their enforcement limitations by detailing the
following scenario,
For a busker… what we do is check to see if they’re licensed, if they have a
permit, if there’s any encroachments on the sidewalk. So, when I did speak to
the gentleman, he didn’t have anything, he didn’t have a permit… He basically
told me, “I’m homeless, I’m here trying to make a couple bucks,” and I think
he’s selling sketches. What do I do with that? I say, “well, okay, listen guy
you’re not allowed to do it, but you don’t have a home, you don’t have
anything, what am I going to do with you?” Nothing… I’d call the complainant
and say, “the person’s homeless, he doesn’t have a permit, license, nothing,
and I’m a bylaw officer. I don’t have the contact information for me to ticket
him, and the police aren’t going to come arrest him.” (Interview 4)
In this situation, the officer explains that he is limited in responding to certain complaints about
homelessness, such as this incident involving a street performer. Other than moving this person
along, the officer has minimal recourse, as it is impractical to involve the police and cannot issue
a ticket due to a lack of personal information. Similarly, another participant reported receiving
complaints about people experiencing homelessness being in parks. This participant claims,
“they’re allowed to be in the park, it’s open. And that’s managing people’s expectations, you
may not like to see that person in the park but they’re not doing anything wrong” (Interview 9).
In these situations, even though complaints are being submitted to bylaw about visible
homelessness, there is very little officers can do to address some of these complaints, other than
moving people along to satisfy the complainant.
One participant discussed the influence of the media on public expectations for bylaw
responses to homelessness. The following officer claims that “a lot of people are just looking at
the City of Toronto, they see how enforcement and the police went in, and they busted up the
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encampment and that’s what they expect as an immediate response” (Interview 5). This officer
contends that some complainants want bylaw to emulate the violent and militarized encampment
evictions that occurred in Toronto in summer 2021 (Rocca, 2021). Despite significant backlash
that the para-militarized response received nationally (Bingley, 2021; Casey, 2021; Ngabo,
2021), this reference demonstrates a larger desire to criminalize and invisibilize homelessness in
the community. It also reveals how the public’s demands for a particular kind of bylaw response
does not align with their mandate or abilities.
Burden Shuffling
Due to a lack of enforcement ability, bylaw officers reported relying on spatial burden
shuffling to manage both public complaints and visible homelessness. This form of burden
shuffling refers to displacing people experiencing homelessness to other areas in the community
in response to complaints about homelessness (Herring, 2019). As the following participant
explains,
I think the challenge sometimes for the team is that they feel like they’re kind
of moving people along but it’s like the shell game where, it’s just kind of
moving them around at the end of the day, and that’s the challenge sometimes
when we don’t have capacity in our shelter system, that’s all that ends up
happening. (Interview 8)
The above quote illustrates an over-reliance on issuing move along orders to people experiencing
homelessness as a response to complaints. This participant refers to moving people along as a
“shell game,” implying that officers simply shuffle people experiencing homelessness around the
city. This form of spatial burden shuffling further displaces people experiencing homelessness,
moving them into isolated areas of the community and making it more difficult for them to
access services and support (Herring, 2019), an issue also noted in Interview 1. Further, spatial
burden shuffling emphasizes the idea that officers cannot solve homelessness through arrests or
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instructing people to use shelters, and instead displace people to satisfy the complainant and
invisibilize homelessness in one neighbourhood while rendering homelessness more visible in
the area where they move along to.
Another participant highlights how the combination of the public not wanting to see
homelessness in their communities and the lack of available support leads to spatial shuffling.
They claim,
The general public and council have an out of sight, out of mind view on
homelessness, however the various levels of government and social supports
have failed in helping these individuals. So, without somewhere to turn to, they
will just be continually pushed from one city location to another with no real
solution. (Participant 5)
Although this officer, and many others who I spoke to, realize that moving people along is
ineffective for both people who are homeless and the broader community, they rely on spatial
burden shuffling due to negligible alternatives. Similarly, another participant claims “I hate to
say relocating and evicting the homeless to another city, but it would help me in my role”
(Participant 36). This officer explicitly notes that displacing people experiencing homelessness to
other cities would be a viable response, not because it would benefit the person who is homeless,
but because they would no longer be in the officer’s jurisdiction. In day-to-day practice, officers
are much more likely to move people along throughout the municipality. This technique results
in people’s displacement and a way of managing space that only perpetuates people’s
marginalization, putting them in a vicious cycle of moving further away from services and
support networks (Herring, 2019; Herring et al., 2020; Robinson, 2017).
The Consistent Displacement of Homelessness
Responses to homelessness that consist of move along orders, ticketing, citations, and
threats of arrest result in what Herring (2019) terms pervasive penality, which deepens poverty

85
and suffering. Pervasive penality encompasses a punitive process of police interactions that “fall
short of arrest” (Herring, 2019, p. 774) but are pervasive in both their frequency and lingering
impact. Consider the following officer’s comment on moving people along,
They don’t have anywhere else to go, so it’s really more of a move them along.
And I know they’re going to move to another park and they’re going to move
somewhere else and set up there. But we’ll deal with it in a couple weeks…
Sometimes that’s the struggle, is what is the alternative? Where can they go? If
we do not have social housing available or they don’t want it, where’s the
alternative? (Interview 2)
This officer candidly describes how moving people along is part of the job, as there are no viable
alternatives. As a result, moving people along forces people experiencing homelessness to
choose between different public spaces. What makes this reference ‘pervasive’ is the fact that
this officer acknowledges that he will “deal with it [again] in a couple weeks,” continuously
displacing the same people he already moved along, making these orders inescapable for people
experiencing homelessness. The same officer explains that people experiencing homelessness
“know the drill” when he approaches an encampment, with another claiming that people
experiencing homelessness “know they’re going to be moved along” (Interview 9), because “the
law does say you can’t be here” (Interview 2). These references further illustrate that move along
orders are consistent across jurisdictions, and that the same people are being displaced around
the community, making these interactions pervasive in nature.
Although some officers are concerned about moving people along and expressed that
they wish they could do more to support people experiencing homelessness, they also realize that
there are minimal long-term solutions available. For example, one officer detailed the situation
of an encampment resident that he had been interacting with for a while. The officer claims,
“we’ve moved him three times already… cleaned the entire site three times, and then all of a
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sudden, he’s back. And I can move him 100 times, he’s going to keep coming back” (Interview
6). Later in this interview, the participant discussed how there are limited places to send people
experiencing homelessness, resulting in consistent move along orders. When asked by people
experiencing homelessness where they can go, his only response was “I don’t know.” Officers
may be concerned about the wellbeing of people experiencing homelessness, but since there are
a lack of solutions that address the root cause of homelessness, such as affordable and social
housing (Belcher & DeForge, 2012; Gaetz et al., 2013; Johnstone et al., 2015), officers simply
move people along. As a result of these structural failures, people become homeless and then are
blamed for these social failings through the penalization of homelessness itself (Markowitz &
Syverson, 2021). Thus, bylaw enforcement will never be able to substantively help people
experiencing homelessness, because they are incapable of fixing major, social problems with
move along orders.
Notice of Removals and Ticketing
In addition to move along orders, issuing notice of removals or tickets to people
experiencing homelessness or residing in encampments also contributes to pervasive penality
(Herring et al., 2020). As the following participant claims,
The only thing we do is either refer them, put a notice of trespass or a notice to
clear by this date, only because it is a bylaw in the municipal code. So, we’ll
put a sign on their tents and then that’s it, we leave. (Interview 4)
In issuing notices of trespass, officers evict people experiencing homelessness from their
encampment and inform them that if they disobey and do not leave within the timeframe, they
will be physically removed by the police. Rather than simply telling people to move along, this is
a legal order and can result in further criminalization if disobeyed. These orders provide officers
with legal leverage to invisibilize homelessness. That said, I received mixed results on the
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issuance of tickets to people experiencing homelessness for actions such as loitering and public
camping. While some participants recognized the impractical nature of ticketing people who are
homeless, others discussed how they issue tickets if necessary. Similar to available literature on
police responses to homelessness (O’Grady et al., 2013; Stuart, 2015; Sylvestre, 2010), some
bylaw officers issue tickets to people experiencing homelessness, even though they are unable to
pay these citations, to punish or deter them from committing further ‘offences.’ Other
scholarship understands ticketing and punishing people who are unhoused as a form of ‘coercive
care,’ to compel people experiencing homelessness to access services that will ideally help them
exit homelessness (Herring et al., 2020; Westbrook & Robinson, 2021). The fact that being
unsheltered is a primary determinant of citations illustrates the degree to which the enforcement
of these laws criminalizes homelessness. These responses prolong homelessness, increase
conflict among vulnerable populations, and further disorganize their lives (Herring, 2019).
Effects of Move Along Orders
Pervasive penality, including the constant use of move along orders, ticketing, fines, and
threats of arrest have detrimental impacts on people experiencing homelessness. They act as a
denial to people experiencing homelessness’ right to exist in public, and can become a
“totalizing experience of exile” (Herring et al., 2020, p. 140). Not only are these orders
demeaning, but they are also disruptive for people experiencing homelessness, increasing their
vulnerability by exposing them to property loss and personal harm, such as assault and robbery,
disrupting feelings of safety, and increasing stress, interpersonal conflicts, trauma, and mental
health challenges (Herring et al., 2020; Westbrook and Robinson, 2021). Further, these orders
create barriers to accessing services, housing, and jobs, pushing people experiencing
homelessness to isolated areas of the city and away from available support systems (Flanigan &
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Welsh, 2020; Herring et al., 2020). The goal of move along orders is to invisibilize
homelessness, displacing people experiencing homelessness to secluded spaces (Cohen et al.,
2019; Herring et al., 2020).
Alternative Responses
Bylaw enforcement officers spoke at length about bureaucratic burden shuffling, which
involves reclassifying homeless complaints to other agencies, such as the police and social
services (Herring, 2019). In shuffling these complaints to the police, bylaw officers increase the
punitive responses to homelessness. On the contrary, if bylaw shuffles homelessness complaints
to social services, they may act as an educator or facilitator, although their primary objective
remains rendering homelessness invisible.
Police Involvement
Bylaw officers spoke about offloading homeless complaints to police to assist them in
rendering homelessness invisible. For instance, the following officer explained that they
immediately involve police when receiving or responding to a homeless complaint,
We may in fact still be receiving the complaints for them [homelessness], but
my understanding is that it’s almost exclusively being pushed over to the
police, and then when one of these big encampment clearings takes place, there
might be a handful of bylaw officers who go there and attend, but we’re not
really doing very much at this point. (Interview 3)
In the reference above, the officer explains that they offload homeless complaints, especially
those related to encampments to the police, with their role mostly being to assess the situation or
standby as police intervene. Similarly, 24% of survey respondents reported that their
predominant response to homeless complaints involved police, with Participant 20 claiming that
police are called to “forcibly remove the encampments.” That said, police involvement is
dependent on the nature and severity of the complaint. While bylaw officers may not involve
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police for minor complaints, such as the aforementioned situation with the busker, they will
involve police for encampment complaints. Some participants claimed they involved police
because bylaw officers “aren’t trained or equipped to deal with homelessness” (Interview 7) and
for safety purposes (Interview 5). Others suggest that police have better knowledge of, and
contact with social services, making the dubious suggestion that police involvement is beneficial
for people experiencing homelessness. However, participants did not explain why police have
stronger relationships with social services than bylaw, which suggests that police may be called
because of their increased enforcement capabilities.
Other participants implied that if they do not receive the expected compliance or outcome
of their orders, they will involve the police, who have more authority. One participant claimed
that they enforce trespassing, but “if still [receiving] non-compliance, we forward to police”
(Participant 36), while another respondent mentioned that the “police come in as enforcers”
(Interview 4) when compliance is not achieved. Some bylaw officers also noted that since the
police have greater enforcement capabilities, such as the ability to enforce the Trespass to
Property Act, they are called for encampment complaints. The Trespass to Property Act prohibits
unauthorized people to enter or engage in particular activities on a premises, or does not leave
the premises immediately after directed to do so by the owner or a law enforcement agent, such
as the police (Trepsass to Property Act, 1990). Participant 23, for example, claimed that they
involve the police because the OPP can “deal with the Trespass to Property Act,” whereas bylaw
officers cannot. Further, one participant noted that, “if police involvement is warranted, they are
called” (Participant 18), without elaborating on what constitutes ‘warranted,’ demonstrating
discretion in officer responses. Thus, bylaw officers utilize police when they think additional
enforcement is required. This is especially true in situations where bylaw officers post notice of
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removals but cannot enforce the Trespass to Property Act. In these cases, they contact police,
who have the legal powers to further invisibilize people experiencing homelessness by physically
removing them or dismantling encampments (Herring et al., 2020). Police involvement is
thereby mobilized to invisibilize homelessness in situations where bylaw officers have response
and authority limitations.
Social Services
Many officers discussed shuffling homeless complaints to social services, claiming that
homeless-serving agencies have resources to support unhoused people. Officers mentioned that
their role is to be an educator or facilitator by connecting people who are homeless with social
services in the community. First, some officers see their role as acting as an educator by sharing
resources with people experiencing homelessness so they can access these services. As the
following participant claims,
We have these, we call them information cards. These cards actually have
various phone numbers that people can call based on their situation. Are they
youth? Are they single men? Is the person a female? These are the shelter
numbers, we have one number that you can call at the regional level where it’s
like, if you’re looking for somewhere to go, where can they go, drop-in
programs, things like that. It allows our staff in parks, or staff in bylaw even
higher, they all have these information cards that they carry, and they fold up
really small, and then that way they can hand them out if the individual is
looking for resources. (Interview 8)
The above officer explains how these ‘information cards’ allow officers to direct people
experiencing homelessness to services, with the goal of helping people access these agencies and
eventually exit homelessness. Other participants discussed similar approaches to the ‘information
cards,’ sharing details about the available services in the community or region, including
overnight shelters, food banks, drug and alcohol treatment centres, social outreach programs, and
washroom facilities. The goal of sharing this information with people experiencing homelessness
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is to “get them into somewhere that they can get some help or at least have a place to sleep for
the night and a meal, or whatever it may be,” providing staff with an “opportunity to actually
provide some help and support to these individuals” (Interview 5). Officers share resources with
people experiencing homelessness to offer them support, provide options for care, and to find
them temporary accommodations so they are not residing on the streets.
It is important to note that although sharing information about resources may be helpful
in some situations, it is also a passive response to homeless complaints. Providing people
experiencing homelessness with information about resources is unlikely to help them exit
homelessness. Further, officers detailed interacting with people who are ‘service non-compliant,’
or unwilling or unable to use the available services in the community. This term recasts people
experiencing homelessness as lacking the responsibility to properly govern their own conduct,
and refuse services that would help them exit homelessness, rather than look at how the services
may not meet unhoused people’s needs (Stuart, 2014). As one officer notes, “not everybody
wants to go to a shelter or access those services, and we have to accept that” (Interview 8). This
officer acknowledges that they cannot force people into services and must accept that some
people may not be willing to access the resources offered. Another officer mentions that people
experiencing homelessness refuse social support or shelters due to worries of personal safety,
opting to stay outside instead (Participant 16). Interviewee 9 similarly referenced concerns about
shelters, claiming, “there are issues at shelters sometimes, and they’re not always available.”
Thus, while some people experiencing homelessness are considered ‘service non-compliant,’
there may be significant barriers to accessing services, such as eligibility criteria, capacity
restrictions, including on partners and pets, strict curfews, concerns about the security of
personal belongings, concerns about personal safety, barriers to entry (i.e., sobriety
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requirements), and general perceptions of shelters as demeaning or alienating (Cohen et al.,
2019; Farha & Schwan, 2020; Speer, 2018). Conceptualizations of ‘non-compliance’ are also
racialized and gendered, as people from particular social locations are more likely to feel
unwelcome and unsafe in service settings, including women, members of the 2SLGBTQ+
community, Indigenous people, Black people and people of colour, youth, and people living with
a disability (Schwan et al., 2020). In these quotations, officers recognize why people
experiencing homelessness are not accessing social support networks, reiterating the notion that
people cannot be forced into services. Moreover, even if people are amenable to accessing
services, if there are no empty beds at a shelter, or if the individual does not meet the eligibility
criteria, this information-sharing strategy does very little to support people who are unhoused.
While some officers simply share resources with people experiencing homelessness to
encourage them to access support, other officers directly refer them to services, with the rationale
that this may increase the likelihood of service acquisition. The following officer explains,
I think our role is to identify first what issues this person experiencing
homelessness may have, and sort of guide them towards the proper people and
the subject matter experts to get that help. Whether it be the region, or whether
it be some other private social services organization that’s able to help them.
So, I think our role is to really be a conduit and a middle ground, or a bridge, if
you will, to put that individual that’s experiencing it with the people that can
actually help them. (Interview 5)
In the above quote, the officer explains their role in guiding people to services. As another
participant candidly states, “we get the complaints, now everyone’s [officers] more comfortable
with it, and they’re familiar with it, just send the referral” (Interview 4), demonstrating the
reliance that officers have on referring complaints to social services. Other participants discuss
“engaging the region” (Interview 8) who have more social supports to offer. As such, bringing in
regional representatives is perceived to be an effective method to help people who are unhoused
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access social services. Officers see their role as acting as a “bridge” between people experiencing
homelessness and the available services.
It is necessary to unpack whether bylaw’s role should be to act as a conduit between
services and people experiencing homelessness, rather than having social services partake in the
outreach activities to share resources and connect people who are unhoused to available services.
Using an enforcement group to encourage people into services roots this response in coercion
and force. This type of response mirrors Stuart’s (2014) explanation of ‘recovery management’
where people experiencing homelessness are shepherded into rehabilitative social services, such
as drug recovery, ‘life skills,’ and employment programs. Officers take a “pre-social service
role” (Stuart, 2014, p. 1920), using their law enforcement power to pressure people experiencing
homelessness to access social services. In other words, bylaw officers “compassionately
invisibilize” (Margier, 2021, p. 11) homelessness by offering services, but at the same time, use
their enforcement to compel them to access these services. As Stuart (2014) demonstrates, this
rarely leads to success for people who do not voluntarily access these services but do so under
the threat of punitiveness. Thus, rather than supporting people experiencing homelessness, acting
as a conduit between services helps officers be “more successful in their interactions” (Interview
2). Their ‘success’ takes the shape of rendering homelessness invisible.
Some bylaw officers are committed to taking on this ‘bridging’ role because they have
empathetic views about homelessness and have built rapport with people who are unhoused. As
the following participant explains, their interactions with people experiencing homelessness are
generally positive. He states,
I would say 90% of the time it goes pretty well. It probably goes better than
non-homeless people. I know the media and some other people [say otherwise]
but my experience has been mostly positive… To be honest, it’s been better
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than some of the more entitled people in the upper-middle class and upperclass neighbourhoods where right away its very hostile. (Interview 4)
The above quotation demonstrates that some bylaw officers felt relatively comfortable managing
people experiencing homelessness, and in some cases, more comfortable than when interacting
with housed people. Similarly, many participants discussed the importance of building rapport
with people experiencing homelessness to establish respect. One participant claims that they
always approach “with an immediate attempt to build rapport,” (Interview 1) demonstrating the
importance of establishing these relationships. The following officer claims,
It’s [building rapport] a long process and sometimes the individuals are a bit
resistant because they don’t want help or we find that they’re not trusting
towards our staff, so we try to develop that rapport and really try to guide them
towards that. (Interview 5)
This participant highlights the importance of spending time building rapport so connections can
be made with people experiencing homelessness. However, people who are homeless may be
reluctant to build rapport with bylaw officers due to the negative interactions most have had with
law enforcement, which is well documented (Gaetz, 2002; Kauppi & Pallard, 2016; Novac et al.,
2006; Roebuck, 2008). Although a few officers detail the importance of building rapport to
establish trust and respect and encourage them to access services, others do so to gain
compliance. For example, Interviewee 2 claims, “as long as you’re respectful and treat them like
a human being, they’ll move along.” Some bylaw officers thereby operationalize rapport
building to ultimately fulfill their job of rendering homelessness invisible. By bargaining with
people experiencing homelessness, officers use personalized responses to give people who
require support choice and control over the services they receive (Johnsen et al., 2018;
Rosenthal, 2000). However, only those people who are willing to build relationships with bylaw,
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show deference, and interact respectfully with officers, despite previously negative and hostile
interactions with law enforcement, receive help accessing supports. While these responses may
seem compassionate and supportive on the surface, they are inevitably a form of social control,
aiming to manipulate people experiencing homelessness into accessing services (Johnsen et al.,
2018; Stuart, 2014).
Conclusion
Bylaw officers manage homelessness in their community with the goal of rendering
homelessness invisible. Officers receive a multitude of complaints daily and have been managing
an increased number of grievances during COVID-19 due to concerns about visible
homelessness, personal safety, and virus transmission. As a result of limited response options,
officers rely on moving people along to invisibilize homelessness. This response makes
homelessness less visible for certain community members, as people experiencing homelessness
are displaced into isolated areas across the municipality. Although these move along orders
constitute a form of pervasive penality and further harm people experiencing homelessness,
officers rely on moving people along to meet their objective of invisibilizing homelessness.
Further, officers involve police and social services in the response to homelessness,
which inevitably increases the punitive nature of their responses. The police are often involved
because they have more authority than bylaw enforcement, and can enforce certain pieces of
legislation, such as the Trespass to Property Act. Bylaw officers also reported acting as an
educator or ‘bridge’ to connect people experiencing homelessness to social supports in the
community. However, in both situations, law enforcement is operationalized to invisibilize
homelessness, either using police to forcefully move people along, or using bylaw’s authority to
pressure or compel people experiencing homelessness to utilize services rather than residing in
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public spaces. Thus, regardless of if bylaw officers increase punitiveness through direct police
involvement or by offering supports, they are still working towards the goal of invisibilizing
homelessness in their community.
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Chapter 6: Conclusion
This research represents one of the first analyses of bylaw enforcement officers’
understandings of their roles and responsibilities associated with homelessness and homeless
encampments in Canada. Although scholars have researched how police (Cervantes, 2016;
Chesnay et al., 2013; O’Grady et al., 2011; Sylvestre, 2010; Walby & Lippert, 2012) and private
security (Glyman, 2016; Huey, 2010; Novac et al., 2006) regulate homelessness, there is a
substantial gap in the literature focusing on bylaw, even though their role in managing
homelessness is expanding. I addressed this gap in knowledge by qualitatively studying Ontario
bylaw enforcement officers’ perceptions of their roles and responsibilities related to
homelessness and homeless encampments. In what follows, I discuss how the loose coupling of
bylaw policies and frontline practices reinforces the governance of people through the regulation
of space. I then discuss how bylaw’s roles and responsibilities, as well as their policies and
practices used in responding to homelessness work to ‘invisibilize’ homelessness for the broader
‘community.’ Based on these findings, I make several key recommendations before discussing
the study limitations and directions for future research.
Governing People Through Loose Coupling and the Regulation of Space
Throughout the analysis, I demonstrate that the outlined organizational roles,
responsibilities, and mandates provided to officers are loosely coupled with their activities on the
frontlines. This loose coupling (Meyer & Rowan, 1977) occurred because while organizational
roles and responsibilities focused on the management of public space and place, participants
described their duties as ultimately about governing people experiencing homelessness within
these governable spaces. Although regulations about the use of public space are supposed to be
‘person-neutral,’ Valverde (2005) claims, and this research substantiates, that municipal officers
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govern people through uses and activities, rather than group identity. These governance
mechanisms are disconnected from personhood because they are technically in place to regulate
spaces and things, but subsequently require the management of people, and in this case, people
experiencing homelessness. The lack of formal guidance and loose coupling placed officers in a
regulatory ‘grey zone’ (Tanner & Meyer, 2015) that required them to rely upon their discretion
and experiential knowledge (Willis & Mastrofski, 2017) when addressing homeless complaints
in their community. This over-reliance on discretion and experiential knowledge, I argue, results
in a variety of responses ranging in their level of punitiveness, such as moving people along,
ticketing, dismantling encampments, issuing notice of removals within specific timeframes,
providing education, and offering supports.
Pervasive Penality and the Pursuit of Invisibility
Next, I demonstrate how bylaw officers manage homelessness with the ultimate goal of
rendering homelessness invisible due to public complaints. Officers reactively manage a crisis of
complaints regarding visible homelessness, including the ‘inappropriate’ use of public space,
loitering, and encampments. Interestingly, I found that complaints about homelessness have
increased during COVID-19, focusing on visibility, public safety, and virus transmission. To
manage these complaints, bylaw officers relied on spatial burden shuffling (Herring, 2019), or
moving people along due to a lack of long-term solutions that resulted in communities relying on
law enforcement to address homelessness. This over-reliance on moving people along, I argue,
constitutes a form of pervasive penality, which encompasses a punitive process of law
enforcement interactions that are pervasive in their frequency and lingering impact, further
harming people who are unhoused (Flanigan & Welsh, 2020; Herring et al., 2020). This finding
demonstrates how Herring’s (2019, 2020) research on policing and homelessness in the United
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States can be extended to bylaw interactions with homelessness in Canada. Herring (2019, 2020)
demonstrates how police rely on move along orders to satisfy homeless complaints, resulting in
pervasive penality. As this study corroborates, bylaw enforcement officers respond in a similar
manner, relying on moving people along due to non-existent long-term solutions to addressing
the homelessness crisis.
While bylaw officers suggested a variety of changes that could be made to bylaw,
ranging from increased police involvement to offering supports through social services, their
overall role and responsibility remains to invisibilize homelessness in the community. Bylaw
officers are a law enforcement agency, whose primary objective will always be to enforce the
law and ensure people adhere to municipal legislation. Thus, although individual officers may
want to help people experiencing homelessness, the overarching institutional goal is to satisfy
complainants by invisibilizing homelessness, whether that be by moving people along with the
help of police, or by shuffling people experiencing homelessness towards overburdened and
underfunded social services. Regardless, shuffling to either agency would increase the
punitiveness for people experiencing homelessness.
Recommendations for Bylaw Enforcement
While this research is exploratory and requires future scholarship to unpack the full
extent and nature of bylaw’s role in managing homelessness, I would be remiss not to point out
the key takeaway messages from this study. First, this research demonstrates that bylaw is not
the appropriate agency to be managing homelessness. Overall, bylaw officers are not managing
people experiencing homelessness in supportive ways because they are ultimately a law
enforcement agency, and as such, their responses will always be focused on maintaining the law.
As Farha and Schwan (2020) argue, and this study demonstrates, municipal authorities are
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unaware of how to ensure human rights laws are respected when managing homelessness, and as
such are unable to ensure the dignity and security of people experiencing homelessness when
addressing complaints. As illustrated in this study, policies guiding officers’ responses focused
on managing public space, and when informal guidelines were provided to officers, they were
not geared towards supporting people experiencing homelessness, but instead focused on risk
management, officer safety, and discretion. Officers thereby relied on moving people along,
shuffling people experiencing homelessness around the city, and not offering feasible
alternatives to encampments. Even if bylaw officers received additional training or formal
policies, or agency resources were increased, officers will always uphold the municipal law and
do not have the structural resources to support people experiencing homelessness. As such, and
as many participants agreed, bylaw enforcement is not the right group to be managing
homelessness, as law enforcement responses only increase the social control of people
experiencing homelessness and punitive responses to the condition of being unhoused.
Instead, this research illustrates the need for increased and enhanced structural supports
and social services. Although some officers called for increased resources to bylaw, such as
staffing and funding, investing in law enforcement agencies rather than services themselves
would make it increasingly difficult for officers trying to shuffle people who are homeless into
services. Providing additional funding to bylaw instead of social services increases the likelihood
of using a punitive approach to respond to homelessness. Since homeless-serving agencies are
underfunded, overburdened, and have been negatively impacted by COVID-19 (Cohen et al.,
2019; Richard et al., 2021; Roebuck et al., forthcoming; Speer, 2018), having a bylaw officer act
as a service educator or facilitator is moot because there are not enough services available to
meet the need. These challenges make social services either unavailable or inaccessible to people
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experiencing homelessness, who have minimal options upon being moved along or penalized by
law enforcement agents. Of course, law enforcement agencies require a certain amount of
funding to meet their goals; however, additional funding should be directed to structural
supports, such as social and affordable housing, to ensure that there are available and accessible
supports for people who are unhoused. Arguably, the investment in social services would reduce
homelessness, thereby decreasing public complaints about its visibility. Further, since bylaw’s
primary goal is to enforce the law, they will never be able to substantially help people
experiencing homelessness. Instead, it is necessary to remove law enforcement agents from this
interaction whenever possible and allow social services to connect with people experiencing
homelessness directly. Requiring bylaw to act as a conduit between services and people
experiencing homelessness introduces the threat of punitiveness into the interaction, when social
service personnel could be doing this themselves, eliminating the influence of law enforcement.
In addition to these investments, I recommend a model of street outreach without law
enforcement agents to be the primary group responding to and managing homelessness (see for
example Crisis Assistance Helping Out on The Streets (CAHOOTS) In Eugene, Oregon
(Andrew, 2020; Gerety, 2020; Westoll, 2020)). Relying on law enforcement to manage people
experiencing homelessness increases the criminalization of homelessness, further harming
people who are unhoused. Instead, by proposing a street outreach team without law enforcement,
the punitive nature of this relationship would be removed. Street outreach is a popular model of
service delivery to access client groups who are reluctant to use traditional service settings
(Strike et al., 2004). These teams engage with people experiencing homelessness on their own
terms, building trust between the parties and help to eliminate barriers to homeless services. This
being said, having law enforcement agents respond alongside social service personnel is
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counterproductive and impacts the prospect of relationship-building with people experiencing
homelessness and social services (James-Townes, 2020). The implementation of street outreach
teams without law enforcement personnel would connect people experiencing homelessness to
social services and resources that could help them exit homelessness.
Limitations
Although this study provides an in-depth analysis of bylaw officers’ perceptions of their
duties related to homelessness, it is not without limitations. First, the study sample size was
small, consisting of only nine interviews and 46 survey responses from officers in the following
cities: Belleville, Brant County, Burlington, Cambridge, Hamilton, Kenora, London, Markham,
Oshawa, Ottawa, Owen Sound, Richmond Hill, Simcoe, Stratford, Toronto, and Waterloo. That
said, the small sample size allowed for rich and in-depth data collection, providing space in the
survey for long-form responses and affording me with the opportunity to conduct in-depth
qualitative research within the timeframe and scope of a Master’s research project. Qualitative
research is not designed to be generalizable (Gheondea-Eladi, 2014); rather, this project offers a
perspective into the experiences and perceptions of a group of bylaw officers’ work as it relates
to homelessness in their cities. This research was geographically limited to Ontario and since
bylaw falls within the jurisdiction of the municipal governments, each city may have different
regulations, impacting the consistency of protocols and guidelines related to homelessness.
Finally, the timing of data collection was not ideal due to the COVID-19 pandemic and
additional responsibilities for bylaw enforcement. Bylaw officers were required to enforce new
COVID-19 bylaws, including capacity restrictions, physical distancing requirements, mask
mandates, and vaccine protocols throughout summer 2021 and into September (Stikeman Elliot,
2022). Bylaw officers were incredibly busy and had less time to participate in this study. These
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extra duties also offer some explanation for my low response rate in September, which increased
again in October as pandemic restrictions eased. Further, because of the COVID-19 pandemic, I
had to conduct data collection virtually. While conducting virtual interviews made it challenging
to build rapport with the participants, it also provided an opportunity to connect with officers
who may have felt uncomfortable being interviewed in person, and in locations that I otherwise
would not have had access to.
Directions for Future Research
Future research should be conducted in other provinces and territories in Canada to
develop a comprehensive understanding of how bylaw enforcement officers perceive their roles
and responsibilities with regard to homelessness. In doing so, researchers could compare bylaw
responses to homelessness between provinces to understand how different municipalities
regulate and manage homeless complaints. As noted above, since bylaw enforcement falls within
the municipal jurisdiction (Farha & Schwan, 2020), there may be important differences between
communities to address. Some discrepancies could include rates of homelessness, officer
responses to homelessness and encampments, training methods, local political context, and
formal guidelines or policies.
Additional research should include a policy analysis of municipal codes and
organizational mandates that guide bylaw officers in their interactions with people experiencing
homelessness and encampments. This type of analysis would allow researchers to consider the
formal regulations and identify potential gaps or issues in the guidelines, such as increased
punitiveness or a reliance on moving people along. Understanding the formal policies could
permit researchers to compare these guidelines to frontline responses and identify any disparities
in officer responses.
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As the available literature on the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on policing and
homelessness is scarce, future research efforts must focus on expanding knowledge in this area,
with specific attention to bylaw enforcement. Throughout COVID-19, many people experiencing
homelessness have relied on encampments for survival, avoiding shelters due to crowding and
virus outbreaks (Richard et al., 2021; Right to Housing, 2020). This reliance on encampments
has generated additional complaints about homelessness from the public, as encampments are
often established in visible areas. More research should focus on how bylaw officers manage and
address these complaints, and what influence the public and political landscape has on bylaw’s
response.
Finally, additional research should be geared towards the mechanism through which
bylaw bears the responsibility for managing homelessness in the community. While law
enforcement agents, such as police, are often called to regulate homelessness due to an
insufficient investment in affordable housing, homeless prevention, and social services (O’Grady
et al., 2011), it is important to understand why the role of bylaw is increasing with regard to
homeless management. This inquiry will help identify where additional structural support is
needed to reduce the reliance on law enforcement to manage homelessness. Future inquiries
should focus on how bylaw officers interact with people experiencing homelessness, why
homeless complaints are offloaded to bylaw, and how officers manage these complaints in other
jurisdictions. Further, future research should focus on hearing the experiences of bylaw
enforcement from the perspective of people with lived experience of homelessness. This line of
inquiry would ensure that their voices are prioritized, as people experiencing homelessness
endure the harm associated with bylaw’s response to homelessness.
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Appendix A: Survey Information & Consent Form
Principle Investigator:
Natasha Martino
MA Criminology Candidate
Wilfrid Laurier University, Brantford
73 George Street, Brantford, ON, N3T 2Y3
226-388-4091
mart3743@mylaurier.ca
Co-Investigators:
Dr. Carrie Sanders
Associate Professor, Wilfrid Laurier University, Criminology
csanders@wlu.ca
Dr. Erin Dej
Assistant Professor, Wilfrid Laurier University, Criminology
edej@wlu.ca
You are invited to participate in a research study. The purpose of this study is to understand the
bylaw enforcement response to and management of people experiencing homelessness and
homeless encampments in Ontario. The researcher is a Laurier graduate student in the
Criminology department working under the supervision of Drs. Carrie Sanders and Erin Dej.
Research Objectives
This project investigates bylaw responses to and management of people experiencing
homelessness and homeless encampments in Ontario. I hope to identify if and how bylaw
officers are trained to respond to homelessness; understand how bylaw officers respond to and
manage complaints associated with homelessness; and recognize what perceptions exist related
to homelessness, encampments, crime, and public safety among officers. This research will
inform both training programs for bylaw officers as they respond to homelessness, and programs
intended to support people experiencing homelessness.
Procedures involved in the Research
You are invited to participate in an online survey on Qualtrics, Laurier’s approved online survey
platform. The survey will have approximately 30 questions and will take about 15 to 30 minutes
to complete. The questions will focus on topics such as training methods for bylaw enforcement,
how officers respond to and manage homelessness and encampments, the impact of COVID-19,
and perceptions related to homelessness, encampments, crime, and public safety.
Potential Harms, Risks or Discomforts
There are no anticipated physical risks to participating in this study. It is possible that if someone
found out you participated in this study, you may feel some sense of discomfort both socially and
emotionally. Throughout the study, your information will remain anonymous, and all identifying
material will be kept separate from your data. Your employer or fellow employees will not be
made aware of your participation. Your employer is not connected to this research project. You
are free to discontinue the survey at any time and to choose not to respond to any question.

125

Potential Benefits
There are no direct benefits from participating in this research. However, you will be part of a
project that examines the bylaw enforcement response to and management of people
experiencing homelessness and homeless encampments. These results will be used to inform
recommendations for bylaw agencies and organizations as they respond to concerns associated
with homelessness. This research will also inform programs intended to support those
experiencing homelessness in Ontario. This study will contribute to the body of literature on law
enforcement responses to homelessness.
Confidentiality
The survey data will be collected online via Qualtrics, Wilfrid Laurier University’s approved
online survey platform, and only the research team (Natasha Martino and Drs. Carrie Sanders,
and Erin Dej) will have access to this data. The identity of participants will be protected by
storing survey data on the secured Wilfrid Laurier University server with password protected
access limited to the research team.
Study Results
Results from this research will be presented as a thesis, and in academic publications and
conference presentations. If you are interested, you will be given a copy of the information
presented to community partners. Other creative ways of sharing the results of this research to
the community may become available in the future.
Participation
Participation in this research study is entirely voluntary. You may decline to participate without
penalty. You are free to stop at any time and without prejudice. If you wish to not answer a
question, you are free to refuse to do so.
Rights of Research Participants
If you have questions or require more information about the study itself, please contact Natasha
Martino via email at mart3743@mylaurier.ca.
This study has been reviewed and approved by Wilfrid Laurier University’s Research Ethics
Board. If you have concerns or questions about your rights as a participant or about the way the
study is conducted, you may contact:
Jayne Kalmar, PhD, Chair, University Research Ethics Board, Wilfrid Laurier University, (519)
884‐1970 ext. 3131 or REBChair@wlu.ca
SURVEY CONSENT
I have read the information presented in the information letter about a study being conducted by
Natasha Martino under the supervision of Drs. Carrie Sanders and Erin Dej. I have had the
opportunity to ask questions about my involvement in this study, and to receive any additional
details I wanted to know about the study. I understand that I may withdraw from the study at any
time, if I choose to do so, and I agree to participate in this study. I have been given a copy of this
form.
Name of Participant: _____________________ Date: _______________ Consent:

Yes

No
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Appendix B: Interview Information & Consent Form
Principle Investigator:
Natasha Martino
MA Criminology Candidate
Wilfrid Laurier University, Brantford
73 George Street, Brantford, ON, N3T 2Y3
226-388-4091
mart3743@mylaurier.ca
Co-Investigators:
Dr. Carrie Sanders
Associate Professor, Wilfrid Laurier University, Criminology
csanders@wlu.ca
Dr. Erin Dej
Assistant Professor, Wilfrid Laurier University, Criminology
edej@wlu.ca
You are invited to participate in a research study. The purpose of this study is to understand the
bylaw enforcement response to and management of people experiencing homelessness and
homeless encampments in Ontario. The researcher is a Laurier graduate student in the
Criminology department working under the supervision of Drs. Carrie Sanders and Erin Dej.
Research Objectives
This project investigates bylaw responses to and management of people experiencing
homelessness and homeless encampments in Ontario. I hope to identify if and how bylaw
officers are trained to respond to homelessness; understand how bylaw officers respond to and
manage complaints associated with homelessness; and recognize what perceptions exist related
to homelessness, encampments, crime, and public safety among officers. This research will
inform both training programs for bylaw officers as they respond to homelessness, and programs
intended to support people experiencing homelessness.
Procedures involved in the Research
Participants are asked to take part in a 30-60 minute interview that will explore key analytic
insights gained through the survey responses. You will be asked questions about your
experiences as a bylaw officer with people experiencing homelessness and homeless
encampments, including training, COVID-19, and perceptions. The interview will take place
through Microsoft Teams or by phone at a time that works for you and the researcher. With your
permission we will digitally record the interview. If you do not want to be recorded, handwritten
notes of our conversation will be taken by the researcher.
Potential Harms, Risks or Discomforts
There are no anticipated physical risks to participating in this study. It is possible that if someone
found out you participated in this study, you may feel some sense of discomfort both socially and
emotionally. Throughout the study, your information will remain anonymous, and all identifying
material will be kept separate from your data and removed from the transcript. Your employer or
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fellow employees will not be made aware of your participation. Your employer is not connected
to this research project. You will have the opportunity to review your transcript upon request.
You are free to discontinue the study at any time and to choose not to respond to any question.
Potential Benefits
There are no direct benefits from participating in this research. However, you will be part of a
project that examines the bylaw enforcement response and management of people experiencing
homelessness and homeless encampments. These results will be used to inform
recommendations for bylaw agencies and organizations as they respond to concerns associated
with homelessness. This research will also inform programs intended to support those
experiencing homelessness in Ontario. This study will contribute to the body of literature on law
enforcement responses to homelessness.
Confidentiality
The interview will be digitally recorded and transcribed. If you agree to participate in this
interview, you are not required to answer any questions you do not want to, and you can end the
interview at any time. If you decide to withdraw from the study at the end of the interview or at a
later date, you can choose to have your interview destroyed by October 31 st, 2021. We will use a
pseudonym and all your answers will be held in strict confidence. This consent form will be kept
separate from the data set and destroyed at the end of the study. Your recorded responses will be
assigned a pseudonym and will not be identifiable in any results presented. Interview transcripts
will be individually checked and all names or identifying places will be removed. Anonymity
will be maintained for research subjects through anonymous quotation in all presentations and
publications. Confidentiality will be provided to the fullest extent possible by law.
Study Results
You will have the opportunity to review your interview transcript. Results from this research will
be presented as a thesis, and in academic publications and conference presentations. If you are
interested, you will be given a copy of the information presented to community partners. Other
creative ways of sharing the results of this research to the community may become available in
the future.
Participation
Participation in this research study is entirely voluntary. You may decline to participate without
penalty. You are free to stop at any time and without prejudice. If you decide to stop before you
do the interview, the interview will be canceled. If you stop during the interview, the recording
will be destroyed. If you decide to withdraw after the interview, but before the final study is
written up, you may contact the research team to do so before October 31st, 2021. All your data
will then be destroyed unless you specify otherwise. You will receive a copy of this consent form
for your records.
Rights of Research Participants
If you have questions or require more information about the study itself, please contact Natasha
Martino by phone at 226-388-4091 or via email at mart3743@mylaurier.ca
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This study has been reviewed and approved by Wilfrid Laurier University’s Research Ethics
Board. If you have concerns or questions about your rights as a participant or about the way the
study is conducted, you may contact:
Jayne Kalmar, PhD, Chair, University Research Ethics Board, Wilfrid Laurier University, (519)
884‐1970 ext. 3131 or REBChair@wlu.ca
INTERVIEW CONSENT
Consent and Privacy Options
I understand and agree to participate in the research, I am willing to
participate in a phone or video interview.

Yes

No

I agree to the interview being digitally recorded.
I would like to review the transcript of the interview.
I am willing to allow the researchers to cite information offered in my
interview (cited anonymously, not ascribed directly to me).
I would like to receive a copy of the final materials presented to community
organizations when it is published.

I have read the information presented in the information letter about a study being conducted by
Natasha Martino under the supervision of Drs. Carrie Sanders and Erin Dej. I have had the
opportunity to ask questions about my involvement in this study, and to receive any additional
details I wanted to know about the study. I understand that I may withdraw from the study at any
time, if I choose to do so, and I agree to participate in this study. I have been given a copy of this
form.
______________________________
Name of Participant

________________________
Date

______________________________
Signature of Participant

________________________
Contact information

In my opinion, the person who has signed above is agreeing to participate in this study
voluntarily and understands the nature of the study and the consequences of participation in it.
_______________________________
Signature of researcher or witness or recorded oral consent
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Appendix C: Recruitment Email
Hello,
My name is Natasha Martino, and I am a Master’s student at Wilfrid Laurier University in the
Department of Criminology. I am contacting you because I am conducting research with bylaw
enforcement officers to learn and understand how bylaw enforcement has managed the
increasing issues associated with homelessness and homeless encampments.
I have attached a recruitment poster and am asking you to forward this email or share this
information with bylaw officers. This research is independent from the bylaw enforcement
agency you are employed at, and your agency will not be aware of your participation. If you
have any questions, please do not hesitate to reach out. I am available via email at
mart3743@mylaurier.ca. If you choose to email me, please do so with an email you feel
comfortable using. You are not required to use your work email for any communication about
this research.
Link to the survey (copy and paste link into browser to access the survey):
https://wlu.ca1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_083ZGZoyHY4XDfw
Kind regards,
Natasha Martino
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Appendix D: Recruitment Poster
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Appendix E: Survey Guide
Demographic Questions
1. What geographic region best describes the area that you work in?
a) Rural area (less than 1,000 people)
b) Small population centre (1,000- 29,999 people)
c) Medium population centre (30,000-99,999 people)
d) Large population centre (100,000+ people)
2. What gender do you identify as?
a) Male
b) Female
c) Trans-man
d) Trans-woman
e) Non-binary
f) Other (textbox)
g) Rather not disclose
3. Do you identify as belonging to an Indigenous community?
a) First Nations (status or non-status)
b) Métis
c) Inuit
d) Other (textbox)
e) No
4. What race or ethnicity do you identify as? Select all that apply.
a) Arab
b) Black
c) Chinese
d) Filipino
e) Indigenous
f) Japanese
g) Korean
h) Latin American
i) South Asian
j) Southeast Asian
k) West Asian (e.g., Iranian, Afghan, etc.)
l) White
m) Other (textbox)
n) Rather not disclose
5. How long have you worked as a bylaw officer?
a) 0-2 years
b) 3-5 years
c) 6-10 years
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d) 10+ years
6. Approximately how many times have you responded to a homelessness complaint in the last
year?
a) 0-10
b) 10-50
c) 50-100
d) 100-500
e) 500+
The first set of questions will look specifically at your perceptions of homelessness.
Please rate your agreement with the following statements:
7. People experiencing homelessness are a threat to public safety
• Strongly agree, agree, neither agree nor disagree, disagree, strongly disagree
8. People experiencing homelessness are criminals
• Strongly agree, agree, neither agree nor disagree, disagree, strongly disagree
9. If you would like to elaborate on either of your responses to questions 7 and/or 8, please use
this textbox to do so (textbox)
The next set of questions will focus on training methods and interactions with people
experiencing homelessness.
10. Were you required by your employer to complete mandatory training with a focus on people
experiencing homelessness?
a) Yes
b) No
If yes:
11. How useful did you find the training you received? (1=not useful, 5=very useful)
• Likert scale, 1-5
If no:
12. Rate your agreement with the following statement: I would have benefitted from training
with a focus on people experiencing homelessness
• Strongly agree, agree, neither agree nor disagree, disagree, strongly disagree
13. If you would like to elaborate on any of your responses to questions 10, 11, and/or 12, please
use this textbox to do so (textbox)
14. What is the most common complaint your agency receives about people experiencing
homelessness?
a) Loitering
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b)
c)
d)
e)
f)
g)

Panhandling
Criminal activity
Substance use
Mental health concerns
Destruction of property
Other (textbox)

15. How do you predominantly respond to complaints about people experiencing homelessness?
Select all that apply.
a) Ask people experiencing homelessness to “move along”
b) Physical force
c) Verbal threats
d) Police involvement
e) Offer social support to ensure people experiencing homelessness are safe
f) Direct people experiencing homelessness to support agencies (i.e., shelters, addictions
support, food banks, etc.)
g) Other (textbox)
16. What are some unique challenges you experience when responding to complaints about
people experiencing homelessness? Select all that apply.
a) Resistance from people experiencing homelessness
b) Conflicting expectations about the appropriate response
c) Not knowing what supports to offer people experiencing homelessness
d) Personal opinions about people experiencing homelessness
e) Concerns about personal safety
f) Other (textbox)
17. In your opinion, what would help you to better respond to homelessness? Select all that
apply.
a) More training
b) Public awareness/education on homelessness
c) Increased housing options for people experiencing homelessness
d) Increased supports to offer people experiencing homelessness
e) Evicting encampments
f) Relocating people experiencing homelessness to another city
g) Other (textbox)
18. If you would like to elaborate on any of your responses to questions 14, 15, 16, and/or 17,
please use this textbox to do so (textbox)
The next set of questions focus specifically on homeless encampments.
Please rate your agreement with the following statements:
19. Homeless encampments are a threat to public safety
• Strongly agree, agree, neither agree nor disagree, disagree, strongly disagree
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20. Homeless encampments have high rates of criminal activity
• Strongly agree, agree, neither agree nor disagree, disagree, strongly disagree
21. If you would like to elaborate on either of your responses to questions 19 and/or 20, please
use this textbox to do so (textbox)
22. Were you required by your employer to complete mandatory training with a focus on
homeless encampments?
a) Yes
b) No
If yes:
23. How useful did you find the training you received? (1=not useful, 5=very useful)
• Likert scale, 1-5
If no:
24. Rate your agreement with the following statement: I would have benefitted from training
with a focus on homeless encampments
• Strongly agree, agree, neither agree nor disagree, disagree, strongly disagree
25. If you would like to elaborate on any of your responses to questions 22, 23, and/or 24, please
use this textbox to do so (textbox)
26. Does your city/municipality have policies directed at the regulation of homeless
encampments?
a) Yes
b) No
27. If you marked yes to #26, in the box below please describe the directive provided by the
city/municipality (textbox)
28. What is the most common complaint your agency receives about homeless encampments?
a) Violence
b) Criminal activity
c) Destruction of property
d) Use of public space
e) Use of private space
f) Sanitation (i.e., problems associated with lack of bathroom facilities, garbage pick-up)
g) Other (textbox)
29. How do you predominantly respond to complaints about homeless encampments? Select all
that apply.
a) Ask encampment residents to relocate
b) Take down the structures
c) Forcibly remove encampment residents from their structures
d) Provide encampment residents with support to ensure they relocate somewhere safe

135

e) Direct encampment residents to support agencies (i.e., shelters, affordable housing
programs, supportive housing programs, etc.)
f) Other (textbox)
30. What are some unique challenges you experience when responding to complaints about
homeless encampments? Select all that apply.
a) Resistance from encampment residents
b) Conflicting expectations about appropriate response
c) Not knowing where to direct encampment residents
d) Personal opinions about encampment residents
e) Concerns about personal safety
f) Other (textbox)
31. In your opinion, what would help you to better respond to homeless encampments? Select all
that apply.
a) More training
b) Public awareness/education on homelessness
c) Increased supports to offer people experiencing homelessness
d) Evicting encampments
e) Relocating people experiencing homelessness to another city
f) Other (textbox)
32. If you would like to elaborate on any of your responses to questions 26, 27, 28, 29, 30, and/or
31, please use this textbox to do so (textbox)
The next set of questions will focus on the impact COVID-19 has had on homelessness in
your community
33. Has COVID-19 increased your interactions with people experiencing homelessness?
a) Yes
b) No
34. Approximately how many more calls have you received about people experiencing
homelessness since COVID-19 began?
a) 1-10
b) 10-50
c) 50-100
d) 100-500
e) 500+
35. Has COVID-19 increased your interactions with homeless encampments?
a) Yes
b) No
36. Approximately how many different encampments have received complaints since COVID-19
began?
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a)
b)
c)
d)
e)

1-5
5-10
10-20
20-30
30+

37. Approximately how many more encampments have become visible since COVID-19 began?
a) 1-5
b) 5-10
c) 10-20
d) 20-30
e) 30+
38. If you would like to elaborate on any of your responses to questions 33, 34, 35, 36, and/or 37,
please use this textbox to do so (textbox)
Interview Volunteer
Following the survey phase of this research project, Natasha Martino will be conducting
interviews with bylaw enforcement officers to further analyze key analytic insights gained from
the surveys. If you are interested in participating in a virtual interview, please leave your contact
information below. Natasha Martino will contact you soon with an informed consent form and to
schedule an interview.
Name:
Email address of your choosing:
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Appendix F: Interview Guide
Thank you for taking time to chat with me today. I am really interested in learning more about
the work bylaw does and what your experiences are like in responding to homelessness in your
community. To begin, can you please tell me:
1. What gender do you identify as?
2. What race or ethnicity do you identify as?
3. How long have you worked as a bylaw officer?
4. As you know, I am interested in learning more about bylaw interactions with people
experiencing homelessness, as well as with homeless encampments. To begin, can you tell
me approximately how many times you have responded to a homelessness complaint in the
last 30 days?
a. In your opinion, have you seen an increase in the number of interactions you have
had? If yes, what do you think has contributed toward this increase?
Thank you for answering those introductory questions. Moving forward, I am hoping to learn
more about any training and policies associated with homelessness interactions.
5. What, if any, training have you received for interacting with people experiencing
homelessness?
a. In what ways did you find this training beneficial or unhelpful?
6. What, if any, training have you received for interacting with homeless encampments?
a. In what ways did you find this training beneficial or unhelpful?
7. Do you have any bylaws, policies, or standard operating procedures that guide your
interactions with homelessness and homeless encampments?
a. If so, can you tell me about them and what their objectives are?
b. In what ways do you find the policies helpful?
c. In what ways do you find the policies unhelpful or ineffective?
8. Does your community have any specialized units (such as a street outreach program) that
respond to homelessness?
a. If yes, can you tell me about these units and how they operate?
b. What, if any, interactions do they have with your unit?
9. Does your community have private security companies that respond to community or
business complaints regarding homelessness?
a. If yes, can you tell me about these services (e.g., who oversees them or assigns
them?)
b. What, if any, interactions do they have with your unit?
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Thank you for answering my questions about training and policies related to homelessness.
Moving forward, I would like to ask you some questions about your interactions with people
experiencing homelessness and homeless encampments.
10. What brings you to interact with people experiencing homelessness? (e.g., supervisor
directions, public complaints, offering assistance)
11. How would you describe your interactions with people experiencing homelessness over the
course of your workday?
12. Can you tell me about a challenging situation you encountered that involved someone
experiencing homelessness?
a. Using this example, how did you respond to the situation?
13. Have you had to interact with homeless encampments in your community?
a. If yes, can you tell me what your experiences are like when you are dealing with
encampments?
b. What are some of the biggest challenges you face when dealing with homeless
encampments?
c. What, if anything, do you think could help you when responding to homeless
encampments?
14. What, if any, resources do you have that can help you in your interactions with people
experiencing homelessness?
Thank you for your responses about interacting with people experiencing homelessness and
homeless encampments. Next, I would like to chat about how COVID-19 has impacted both
homelessness and homeless encampments, as well as your role in responding to these issues.
15. In your opinion, how, if at all, has COVID-19 impacted homelessness in your community?
16. From your experience, has COVID-19 changed the number and type of complaints you
receive about homelessness and/or homeless encampments?
a. If yes, can you please provide an example to help me understand?
17. How, if at all, did COVID-19 impact your work as it relates to homelessness?
Thank you for your responses. Finally, I just have a few general questions about how you
understand your role as a bylaw officer when responding to homelessness in your community.
18. What, in your opinion, do you feel the role of bylaw should be when it comes to responding
to homelessness and homeless encampments?
19. Who do you believe should be responsible for managing and responding to homelessness in
your community?
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20. Is there anything that I haven’t asked that you would like to share with me about your work
and interactions with people experiencing homelessness or homeless encampments?
If you have any questions to ask before we conclude the interview, please do so. If not, I have
asked all my questions and just wanted to extend my gratitude for your willingness to participate
in this interview. Thank you for taking the time to share your experiences as a bylaw officer with
me, in association with homelessness and homeless encampments.
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Appendix G: Focused Codebook
Name

Description

Acting as a support role

Acting as a support role to other agencies when
responding to homelessness

2

4

Assessing the situation

References to arriving on the site of the
complaint and assessing the situation before
deciding the next steps or involving other
agencies

5

7

Building rapport

References to rapport building with people
experiencing homelessness, establishing trust and
respect

4

16

References to being familiar with people
experiencing homelessness in their municipality
(i.e., recognizing their face, knowing names)

5

11

Reclassifying homeless complaints to other
agencies (i.e., police, social services) (Herring,
2019)

8

30

Bylaw should be
The idea that bylaw should be responding to
responding to homelessness homelessness complaints (i.e., wanting to
continue responding to homelessness in the
community)

2

7

Bylaw should not be
dealing with homelessness

Bylaw officers’ perception that they should not be
dealing with homelessness complaints

5

21

Collaboration between
services

References to collaboration among different
services when managing homeless complaints

6

25

6

20

While officers may collaborate with street
outreach, these comments refer to discussions
around not responding to complaints with street
outreach

2

5

References under this code explain the bylaw
enforcement role of connecting people
experiencing homelessness to community
resources

4

5

Offering support to people experiencing
homelessness when responding to complaints
(i.e., information about services)

3

14

People experiencing homelessness accepting
support or services from bylaw enforcement
officers

2

3

Being familiar with
homeless population
Bureaucratic burden
shuffling

Collaborating with social Collaborating with social services when
services
responding to homelessness complaints
Not responding with
street outreach

Connecting to resources

Offering support

Accepting services

Files

References
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Name
Providing list of
services

Description
Providing a list of services to people experiencing
homelessness when responding to a complaint or
having a list of resources to refer to

Social distancing
COVID-19 increasing
homelessness
COVID-19 increasing
complaints
COVID-19 not impacting
work related to
homelessness

References
3

7

5

7

References to how COVID-19 has impacted
services in the community, including restrictions
on capacity and accessibility

4

8

References to social distancing protocols as a
result of COVID-19

2

3

References to increases in homelessness due to
COVID-19

6

12

References to increasing complaints as a result of
COVID-19

5

10

References under this code describe COVID-19
not impacting duties related to homelessness or
complaints about homelessness

5

7

2

5

Service non-compliant References to people experiencing homelessness
rejecting or refusing services or help
COVID-19 and service
restrictions

Files

COVID-19 not impacting Receiving the same number of complaints about
complaints
homelessness during the COVID-19 pandemic as
before
COVID-19 transmission
among homeless

Concerns and discussions about COVID-19
transmission among the homeless population

2

7

COVID-19 vaccination

COVID-19 vaccination among the homeless
population

2

5

Crime controller

References to officers describing their role as an
enforcement agency, using bylaws to inform their
responses to homelessness

7

12

Education-based

Response based in education, wanting to educate
the public and people experiencing homelessness

3

3

Community-based
approach

References to the importance of community
engagement and building when responding to
homelessness (i.e., everyone is a part of the
community and deserves support)

3

5

Compliance-based

References to bylaw response being rooted in
compliance. If compliance is not received, they
cannot do anything further

2

7

Not emergency-based

References to the fact that bylaw enforcement is
not emergency-based (such as police), and do not
treat complaints as emergencies

2

2

References to acting as an educator, or sharing
information about resources with people

3

10

Educator
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Name

Description

Files

References

experiencing homelessness
Emotional burden

Dealing with the emotional burden of managing
homelessness complaints

2

5

Enforcing bylaws

References to the duty to enforce bylaws when
dealing with homelessness complaints

8

29

Bylaws

References to specific bylaws that inform
responses to homelessness

3

5

Clearing encampments

Discussions about clearing encampments as a
response to homelessness due to public space
bylaws

5

7

Encampments on private References to encampments on private property
property
and the rules that accompany these encampments

3

4

Issuing notice of trespass References to issuing notice of trespasses when
managing homeless encampments

1

4

References to people experiencing homelessness
or encampment residents’ possessions (i.e., not
wanting to throw them away, having too many,
‘waste’ designations)

4

6

Enforcing COVID-19
protocols

References under this code explain bylaw
officers’ enforcement of COVID-19 protocols in
addition to their usual work duties, increasing
responsibilities and stress associated with their
employment

5

10

Facilitator

References to bylaw’s role as a facilitator
between people experiencing homelessness and
social services

3

9

Homeless not following
COVID-19 protocols

People experiencing homelessness not following
COVID-19 protocols

2

5

Inadequacy of shelters

References to inadequacies of shelters (i.e.,
unattainable rules and regulations for people
experiencing homelessness)

3

14

References to limited shelter capacities, making
them inaccessible for people who are unhoused

4

18

Increasing access to
services

References to the need to increase access to
available services

3

6

Increasing rates of
homelessness

References to homelessness increasing in their
municipality regardless of COVID-19

6

10

Invisibility of homelessness Homelessness being invisible or out of public
sight

3

8

Lack of funding

4

8

Possessions

Shelter capacities

References to a lack of funding for social services
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Name

Description

Lack of policies

References to the lack of formal policies when
responding to complaints about people
experiencing homelessness and encampments

5

6

Encampment response
protocol

References to bylaw agencies having an
encampment response protocol

3

15

Inconsistent responses

References to inconsistent responses among
bylaw officers due to a lack of policies guiding
their responses

4

4

Informal guidelines

Following informal guidelines when responding
to homelessness complaints

2

3

Loose coupling

References to the disconnect between formal
protocols and frontline responses

2

2

Officer discretion

References to an over-reliance on discretion due
to a lack of policies guiding their interactions

2

3

Standard operating
procedure

Having a standard operating procedure when
responding to homelessness complaints

3

16

References under this code describe the lack of
resources in relation to homelessness and
encampments in the municipality, impacting the
way in which bylaw can respond to complaints

8

26

References to the need to increase available
resources so bylaw can better respond to
homelessness complaints

6

15

Social service availability References to the availability of social services,
or the lack thereof, in the participant’s
municipality

3

5

Discussion of wraparound services, also known
as consistent or specialized services to meet a
variety of complex needs

3

9

Acknowledging a lack of training as a bylaw
officer with reference to homelessness and
encampments

6

20

cover your ass

The idea that when responding to homelessness
concerns, the focus is on institutional risk
management

1

2

Experiential knowledge

Relying on personal experience to inform
responses to homelessness (Willis & Mastrofski,
2017)

4

11

Lack of training on
encampments

Specifically mentioning a lack of training with
reference to encampments and/or residents of
local encampments

4

4

Lack of resources

Increasing resources

Wraparound services

Lack of training

Files

References
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Name

Description

Files

References

Specifically mentioning a lack of training with
reference to homelessness

4

4

Location of social services

The importance of where social services are
located in the community (i.e., accessibility,
drawing people experiencing homelessness to
services)

3

7

Managing public
expectations

Having to manage public expectations about
homelessness (i.e., what the public expects vs.
what bylaw is able to do with reference to their
mandates and capabilities)

6

21

Media

References to the media and how it impacts the
work of bylaw and/or public perceptions on
homelessness

4

6

Public complaints

Relying on public complaints to guide
interactions with people experiencing
homelessness

9

38

Public framing complaints as if they are not about
people experiencing homelessness (i.e.,
complaining about COVID-19 or not specifying
the complaint is about someone experiencing
homelessness)

2

7

Public fears

Public fears about people experiencing
homelessness conveyed in complaints

2

3

Public pressure

Managing pressure from the public about the
appropriate response to homelessness concerns

3

10

Stereotypes

References to stereotypes the public has about
people experiencing homelessness

6

9

Issuing move along orders as a response to
homelessness complaints

7

17

3

9

Increasing enforcement References to how homelessness is increasing
nearby influences
due to the rising enforcement in nearby cities
homelessness in
smaller cities

4

4

Participants understanding of moving people
experiencing homelessness along as a “shell
game,” knowing they will see them again soon

2

3

Needing a long-term plan to deal with
homelessness (i.e., structural changes)

5

6

Not knowing what can be done to solve

5

8

Lack of training on
homelessness

Not knowing
complaints are about
homeless

Moving people along

Displacing homelessness References to displacing homelessness (i.e.,
moving them along to hidden parts of the
municipality, moving them to another area)

shell game

Needing long-term plan
Not knowing a solution
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Name

Description

Files

References

homelessness in their community
Negative interactions

References to negative interaction with people
experiencing homelessness or residents of
encampments

4

7

Not knowing where to
direct homeless people

References to not knowing where to direct people
experiencing homelessness when responding to a
complaint

4

11

Not wanting to enforce

Bylaw officers not wanting to enforce bylaws on
people experiencing homelessness

8

16

Not formally arresting or ticketing people
experiencing homelessness

3

6

Number of responses to
homelessness complaints

Participants reporting the number of times they
have responded to homeless complaints in the last
30 days

7

10

Pervasive penality

The penalization of people experiencing
homelessness through move along orders, tickets,
fines, and citations, but still falls short of arrest
(Herring et al., 2020)

6

24

Pivoting to meet COVID19 regulations

Having to pivot to meet COVID-19 guidelines
and still offer services

4

8

Police involvement

References to police involvement when dealing
with homelessness complaints

6

21

Authority of bylaw
compared to police

References to the disparate authority of bylaw
when compared to police (i.e., police have more
authority)

3

4

Negative police
involvement

References to negative interactions with police
when responding to homeless complaints together
or thinking that police should not be involved in
the response to homelessness

3

5

Police resources

References to police having more community and
agency resources than bylaw

2

6

Positive police
involvement

References to positive interactions with police
when responding to homelessness complaints
together

4

7

Positive interactions

References to interactions with people
experiencing homelessness being generally
positive

7

15

Private security

Having private security deal with homelessness
in the municipality

6

6

Proactively responding

References to proactively responding to some
situations involving homelessness

4

5

Not formally penalizing
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Name

Description

Providing resources

Providing resources to people experiencing
homelessness

3

6

References to public bathrooms for people
experiencing homelessness and the lack thereof

3

9

References to receiving training associated with
homelessness or other related topics

3

6

Conflict de-escalation
training

Receiving training on conflict de-escalation

4

7

Mental health training

Receiving training on mental health

2

2

2

3

Referring complaints to other agencies (i.e.,
social services, police)

2

15

Directing complaints about homelessness to other
agencies or groups

4

7

Relying on regional support References describe a reliance on regional
support. Some officers mentioned that in their
municipality, they did not have city-level social
services, and instead depend on the region to
provide and fund those services

4

28

Responding consistently

Providing a consistent response to homelessness
concerns among officers

4

7

Responding reactively

References to responding reactively to
homelessness complaints, relying on complaints
to guide officers’ responses

7

19

Safety measures

References to safety measures that officers take
when responding to complaints regarding
homelessness

3

10

Concerns about personal safety when responding
to homelessness complaints

7

21

Following COVID-19 protocols when dealing
with homelessness complaints

3

7

Public safety

Concerns about public safety that homelessness
and encampments pose

3

6

Risk management

References to managing risks when responding to
complaints about homelessness and encampments
or risk management in informal policies

4

8

Safety of people
experiencing
homelessness

Officers mentioning the importance of people
experiencing homelessness being safe in their
interactions

3

6

Public bathrooms
Receiving training

Training involving social Receiving training with social services
services
Referring complaints
Directing complaints

Personal safety
Following COVID-19
protocols

Files

References
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Name

Description

Social services should
respond to homelessness

The idea that social services should be
responding to homelessness concerns instead of
bylaw

3

5

Street outreach programs

References to street outreach programs (i.e.,
knowing about them, the benefits, the
shortcomings)

5

8

Systemic inequalities

References under this code explain the
acknowledgement of systemic or structural
inequalities that negatively impact people
experiencing homelessness, such as a lack of
affordable housing

5

10

Temporal or spatial
shuffling

References to moving people along within the
city (Herring, 2019)

5

11

Understanding the
complexities of
homelessness

Understanding the circumstances associated with
homelessness (i.e., mental illness, substance use,
traumatic life events, unemployment)

6

13

Criminal activity

References to people experiencing homelessness
engaging in criminal activity, sometimes out of
necessity

3

5

Humanizing people
experiencing
homelessness

References to understanding the circumstances of
homelessness and as a result, acknowledging that
they are people who deserve support

3

4

Mental health

References to issues of mental health among
people experiencing homelessness

6

10

Substance use

References to substance use among the homeless
population (i.e., drugs, alcohol)

5

14

Uniform

References to the bylaw uniform and how this
impacts identity perception and public perception
of what bylaw is capable of doing

4

5

Visibility of homelessness

References to the visible nature of homelessness
or the increasing visibility of homelessness and
encampments

7

20

References to busking: street performing to make
money (i.e., singing, dancing)

2

6

Busking

Files

References

